SURAH 17 


Al-Isra’ 
(The Night Journey) 


Prologue 


This surah, Al-Isra’, or The Night Journey, was revealed whilst the Prophet lived in 
Makkah. It begins with glorifying God and ends with praising Him. It includes a 
number of themes, most of which directly relate to the issue of faith, but some tackle 
certain aspects of individual and social behaviour and its moral basis of faith. It also 
includes stories about the Children of Israel relevant to the Aqsa Mosque, the 
Prophet's terrestrial destination on his night journey, as well as some aspects of the 
story of Adam and Satan, and the honour God has granted to mankind. 


However, the most prominent element in the surah and its central point is the 
Prophet himself (peace be upon him). It examines the attitude adopted by the people 
of Makkah to him, as well as the message he preached, embodied in the Qur’an, and 
the guidance it provides and how the unbelievers received it. This leads to a 
discussion about the nature of the message and the role of God’s messengers. It 
points to the distinction of the Prophet’s message by virtue of it having no physical, 
preternatural phenomenon to support it. It has been God’s will that when such a 
phenomenon, or miracle, was formerly given in support of a divine message, those 
who continued to deny the message were shortly destroyed in consequence. It also 
states the principle of individual responsibility in matters of faith, guidance and 
error, and collective responsibility in matters of social behaviour. However all such 
responsibility applies after God has made His message clear to mankind through 
prophets and messengers whose task is to advise, warn and give sound counsel, and 
also to make everything clear: “Most clearly have We spelled out everything.” (Verse 12) 
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The surah repeatedly praises God and glorifies Him and mentions the need to 
praise and thank Him for all the blessings He bestows on His servants. It begins with 
glorifying Him: “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from 
the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem]...” (Verse 1) Soon 
afterwards, the Children of Israel are commanded to believe in God’s oneness and 
are reminded that they belong to the offspring of Noah who was “a truly grateful 
servant of Ours.” (Verse 3) When the unbelievers’ claims about their false deities are 
mentioned, the surah comments: “Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted is He 
above everything they may say [about Him]. The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as 
does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and 
praise, but you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” 
(Verses 43-44) The surah quotes some of the people of earlier divine religions who say 
when the Qur'an is recited to them: “Limitless in His glory is our Lord! Truly has the 
promise of our Lord been fulfilled.” (Verse 108) The last verse in the surah states: “And 
say, All praise is due to God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner in His 
dominion; who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.” And extol His greatness.” 
(Verse 111) 


Thus the surah revolves around one axis although it tackles several subjects. Its 
first part mentions the night journey: “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His 
servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] — 
the environs of which We have blessed.” (Verse 1) It also specifies the purpose of this 
journey: 


“so that We might show him some of Our signs.” (Verse 1) In connection with the 
mosque in Jerusalem the surah mentions the hook revealed to Moses and what God 
determined in it for the Children of Israel, speaking about two episodes of 
destruction and diaspora because of their injustice and corruption. They are warned 
about a third and a fourth time if they revert to the same ways. It then states that this 
last divine revelation, the Qur’an, guides to the path that is straightest, while man is 
often driven by uncontrollable reactions. It also states the rule of individual 
responsibility with regard to following divine guidance or straying away from it, and 
collective responsibility with regard to behaviour and practice. 


The second part speaks about the truth of God’s oneness, considering it the basis 
upon which the whole social set up should be built, including the values of work and 
behaviour. This central issue of faith should be the pivot around which all human life 
turns. 


The third part speaks of pagan superstitions which attribute daughters and 
partners to God. It also mentions resurrection and how the unbelievers could never 
imagine it would take place. It shows how they received Qur’anic revelations and the 
fabrications they reiterated about the Prophet (peace be upon him). It commands the 
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believers to say something better, unlike the falsehood of unbelievers. 


In the fourth part the surah explains the reason for not giving the Prophet physical 
miracles or preternatural phenomena. When such miracles were given to earlier 
communities and they continued to deny the message of truth, the law God has set in 
such cases applied to them and they were destroyed. It refers to the unbelievers’ 
attitude to the warnings based on the vision God showed to the Prophet, and their 
persistence in their erring ways. In this connection a part of the story of Iblis, or Satan, 
is mentioned and his declaration that he would remain for ever man’s determined 
foe. This part of the story appears to be an exposition of the reasons for the 
unbelievers going astray. It comments on this by warning mankind against incurring 
God’s punishment, coupled with a reminder of God’s grace and the honour He has 
given to mankind. It tells them about what awaits God’s obedient servants, 
contrasting it with what awaits the disobedient on the day when every community is 
summoned by calling their leaders or guides. “Those who are given their records in their 
right hands will read their records. None shall be wronged by as much as a hair's breadth. But 
whoever is blind in this world will be even more blind in the life to come, and still further 
astray from the path of truth.” (Verses 71-72) 


The final part of the surah speaks about the unbelievers’ schemes against the 
Prophet (peace be upon him), and their attempts to lure him away from at least part 
of what was revealed to him. It mentions their attempt to expel him from Makkah. 
When he actually left, he did so carrying out God’s orders. Had they forcibly 
expelled him, they would have been destroyed, as happened to communities which 
in former times expelled their prophets or killed them. God commands the Prophet 
in the surah to carry on with his mission, reciting the Qur’an and attending to his 
prayers, appealing to God to enable him to enter and leave in a true and sincere 
manner, and to declare that the truth has come to light and falsehood is certain to 
wither away. The surah states that this Qur’an is a source of cure and guidance to 
believers. Man’s knowledge, however, remains inadequate. “You, [mankind], have been 
granted but little knowledge.” (Verse 85) 


The surah continues to speak about the Qur’an and its challenge to all mankind. 
Yet the unbelievers required physical miracles, and asked for angels to be sent down 
in support of the Prophet’s message. They suggested that the Prophet should have a 
house of adornments, or a garden with date and vine trees, through which rivers run, 
or that he should cause a spring of water to gush forth for them, or that he himself 
should climb up to heaven and bring them a written letter to read. All these demands 
were dictated by intransigence, not by the desire to have proof to ensure conviction. 
The surah replies that all this is beyond the limits of the role of God’s Messenger and 
the nature of his message. It leaves matters in this regard to God. It derides such 
demands and those who make them, telling them that had they had control over the 
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treasures of God’s grace, which is always abundant, never exhausted, they would 
still fear to give it away. It was sufficient for them to realize that everything in the 
universe glorifies God. They should have remembered that the miracles given to 
Moses did not lead the ones determined to oppose him to change their minds and 
follow him. Hence, God inflicted His punishment on them. 


The surah concludes with a short discourse about the truth inherent in the Qur'an. 
It was revealed in passages, so that the Prophet could read it to people over a long 
time, as would befit different occasions and circumstances. People would then be 
influenced by its practical approach to living conditions. It was received by people of 
sound knowledge with humility. They were so influenced by it to the extent that they 
wept and prostrated themselves to God. The surah then concludes with praising God 
who has never taken to Himself a son or a partner, just as it began with glorifying 
Him. 


A Unique Experience 


The story of the night journey by the Prophet from the Sacred Mosque in Makkah 
to the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, and then his ascension from there to the highest 
heaven and the world of which we know nothing, is mentioned in several reports. It 
has been the subject of much controversy, which continues even today. There are 
various reports about the place from which the Prophet’s night journey started. Some 
suggest that it was the mosque itself, which fits with the phraseology of the verse. 
One report quotes the Prophet as saying: “As I was in the mosque, at Hijr Isma‘il, 
half asleep, Gabriel came to me with al-Buraq...” It is also reported that his journey 
began from the house of his cousin Umm Hani. This report is acceptable on the basis 
that the term, ‘the Sacred Mosque’, includes the whole Haram area, which surrounds 
the mosque. Ibn “Abbas is reported to have said, “The whole of the Haram area is a 
mosque.” 


It is also reported that he was sleeping in Umm Hani’s house when he was taken 
on his journey and returned home before the night was over. He related the event to 
his cousin and told her: “I saw the prophets and led them in prayer.” As he was 
about to leave to go to the mosque, she stopped him, saying: “I fear that people will 
not believe you if you tell them what you have just told me.” The Prophet made clear 
his intention to tell them, “even though they would not believe me.’ 


When the Prophet sat in the mosque, Abu Jahl, the arch-enemy of Islam, went to 
him and asked him whether he had any news. The Prophet told him of his night 
journey. Abu Jahl called on people to gather and listen to the strange news the 
Prophet had to tell them. As the Prophet did so, some of them started clapping as a 
gesture of rejecting what they heard while others put their hands on their heads in 
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disbelief. Some who had earlier accepted Islam now turned away declaring that they 
were no longer Muslims. Some went to Abt Bakr, the Prophet's closest Companion, 
to find out what his reaction would be. When they assured him that Muhammad 
actually claimed to have made the return journey to Jerusalem overnight, Abt. Bakr 
said: “If he has actually said this, he is telling the truth.” When they expressed their 
amazement that he would believe such a singular story, Abt Bakr said: “What is so 
surprising? I do believe him when he says something even more incomprehensible. 
He says he receives revelations from on high and I believe him.” Abt: Bakr was then 
given the title $iddiq, which denotes ‘a true and firm believer’. 


Some of them had been to Jerusalem and so asked the Prophet to describe it to 
them. Its picture was raised before his eyes and he described it to them in detail. 
They said that his description was accurate. They then asked him to tell them about 
their trade caravan and when it would arrive. He told them the number of its camels 
and its condition at the time. He further told them that it would arrive at sunrise on a 
particular day, headed by a white camel. On the day appointed by the Prophet, they 
went out to make sure the caravan arrived. When the sun began to rise, they said: 
Here is the sun rising. Then they looked and said: And here is the caravan headed by 
a white camel, just like Muhammad said. Yet still they refused to believe. 


On the same night, the Prophet ascended from Jerusalem to heaven. Disagreement 
among scholars touches on the point of whether or not the Prophet went on this 
night journey when he was awake or if it was a dream-like journey. It is reported that 
~A’ishah, his wife, said: “By God, the Prophet’s body was never missing, but it was 
his soul which ascended.” Al-Hasan is reported to have said that it was all in a 
dream he saw. Other reports make it clear that it was a journey he took, body and 
soul, and that his bed was still warm when he came back. 


The weightier view, on the basis of all the reports we have, is that the Prophet left 
his bed in his cousin’s home and went to the Ka*bah. When he was at Hijr Ismail, 
half awake, he was taken on his journey to Jerusalem and from there he ascended to 
heaven, before returning to his bed which was still warm. 


Having clarified this, we do not see much point in the long arguments people have 
engaged in over the past, and still do, concerning the nature of this event which 
certainly took place. Whether it was a physical or spiritual trip, or a vision he saw 
while awake or asleep, does not make much difference. It does not alter much of the 
nature of this event to say that it was an act of unveiling that enabled the Prophet to 
see remote places and worlds in a brief moment. Those who understand even a little 
of the nature of God’s power and the nature of prophethood will find nothing 
strange in this event. To God’s power and ability, all matters, which appear easy or 
difficult by our human standards and according to what is familiar to us, are the 
same. What is familiar to us in our world is not to be taken as the criterion for 
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making a judgement in relation to God’s ability. The nature of prophethood is a link 
with God, which may not be compared to anything familiar in human life. That a 
remote place or world be shown to the Prophet, or that the Prophet visited such a 
place by means that we know or do not know about, are no more strange or 
miraculous than for him to receive God’s message. Indeed Abt: Bakr put the matter 
in its proper perspective when he told the people of Makkah that he believed the 
Prophet in what was even more incomprehensible: the revelations he received from 
on high. 


The Quraysh had ample hard evidence of the truth of this journey when they 
asked the Prophet to tell them about their trade caravan, and their subsequent 
verification of every point of detail he mentioned. But they were bound to meet his 
story with total disbelief at first. The point to be noted here is that the Prophet did 
not listen to his cousin, Umm Hani, when she tried to persuade him not to tell them 
about his journey for fear of their reaction to what would sound totally impossible. 
The Prophet's trust in the truth of his message and the reality of his journey was such 
that he went out and told them, paying little heed to how they would receive his 
news. His mission was to convey to them his message complete, and he was not one 
to evade his duty. Some of those who had believed in the new faith turned back. 
Unbelievers found in his story material for ridicule and doubt about everything he 
said. But none of this made him hesitate to declare the truth as he saw and believed 
it. In this the Prophet teaches a lesson to the advocates of Islam across all generations: 
they must declare the truth plainly in all situations. They should not fear what 
reaction this brings about. They must not try to tailor their faith so as to fit in with 
what people like to hear. 


We also note that the Prophet did not try to describe the event as a miracle or a 
supernatural happening that would make people believe in his message. In fact they 
were always asking him for a miracle to prove his claims. Now they had the 
miraculous event and they knew it to be true when they verified the details the 
Prophet identified. Islam does not rely on miraculous events to present itself to 
people. Instead it relies only on the nature of its message and its direct appeal to 
human nature when it is purged of all corrupting influences. When the Prophet 
spoke out about his journey, he did not seek to make it proof confirming the truth of 
his message. He only stated a true event, purely and simply because it was true. 
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God’s Infinite Power 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Limitless in His glory 1s He who transported 
Hiss servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in 
Makkah] to the Agsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] 
— the environs of which We have blessed — so 
that We might show lim some of Our signs. 
Indeed He alone is the One who hears all and 
sees all, (1) 


We gave Moses the book and made it a [source 
of] guidance for the Children of Israel, saying: 
Do not take anyone for a guardian other than 
Me. (2) 


You are the descendants of those whom We 
carried [in the ark] nith Noab. He was a truly 
grateful servant of Ours.’ (3) 


We made it clear to the Children of Israel in the 
book: ‘Twice will you spread corruption on earth 
and will indeed become grossly overbearing.’ (4) 


When the prediction of the first of these came true, 
We sent against you some of Our servants of 


great might who wrought havoc throughout the 
land. Thus [Our] warning came to be fulfilled. 
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Then We let you prevail against them once more, 
and We gave you wealth and offspring, and mace 


_you more numerous |than ever. (6) 


And We said: Tf you do good, you will be but 
doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will 
be also against yourselves.’ And when the second 
prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies] 
to disgrace_you utterly, and to enter the Mosque 

Just like [their predecessors] had entered it the farst 
tame, and to visit with destruction all that fell into 
their power. (1) 


Tt may be that your Lord will have mercy on you; 
but if you revert [to your old ways], We shall 
revert [to punishing you). Indeed We have made 
hell a place of confinement for the unbelevers. (8) 


Surely this Our an shows the way to that which is 
most upright. It gies the believers who do good 
deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich 
reward, (9) 


and [declares] that We have prepared a grievous 
suffering for those who do not beheve in the life to 
come. (10) 


Yet man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays for 
good. Truly man is ever hasty. (11) 


We have made the night and the day as two [of 
Our] signs. Then We have effaced the sign of the 
night while the sign of the day We have left 
enlightened, so that you may seek. bounty from 
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and you may learn to compute the years and be 
able to reckon. Most ckarly have We spelled out 
everything, (12) 


Every human being’s action have We ted around 
his own neck. On the Day of Resurrection We 
shall produce for lim a record which he will find 
mide open. (13) 


[And We will say:] Read this your record! 
Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul 
should make out your account.’ (14) 


Whoever chooses to follow guidance does so for his 
own good, and whoever goes astray does so to his 
own loss. INo soul shall be made to bear the 
burden of another. We would never inflict 
punishment [on anyone] until We have sent a 
Messenger to give warning]. (15) 


When it 7s Our will to destroy a community, We 
convey Our command to those of its people who 
lve a lyfe of affluence. If they persist in sin, 
Judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly 
destroy them. (16) 


Many generations have We destroyed since 
Noah’s time. Suffice it that your Lord is well 
aware of His servants’ sins, and observes them 


all. (17) 


AAs for those who care only for [the pleasures of] 
this fleeting life, We readily grant of it whatever 
We may please to whomever We will. In the end 
We consign any such person to hell, where he will 


227-2 2 


eta e53) Pye ee i poletls 

a ae ee 

Sra 1105 60s Nees 

= ce 3% fe? 7k -,, #3 
eAhns 3g ro pil Aire 3)| cys] JS3 

ein bo, Re ee ee 

aah Glee aya ve val c43 
g ‘s PS 

Bur yall eat, US es VBI 


ey yt es ol Uzi This 
espa dd Opal tole Gas SU [tals 


) 


ols wp iy iS 
eb J Wt abel ay OF 5 
Ba a LF ep an 4 2 ee te 
Ae Cy eG 
Ue C0 glai 


& 
a>-f 


CP tone 


es 


101 


72 - 
7 


3 oe Bie soe “ere LE - 
cy) Lei eS (aug a> YI 3I5/ Sar) 
cz 3 20 dbo - 7 ee - can a3 ae 
. ie age Ol UDG js 

But those who care only for the lye to come, strive 7 


jor it as it should be striven for, and are true © 
behevers, are indeed the ones who will have thear 


burn disgraced and reected. (18) 


endeavours well rewarded. (19 Sa at, ea. gee. Ge 
Od sles oye sV5iag sVge aes YS 
(ce 
Te RS ae Sea Hae 
On all — these as well as those — do We © 92 Beaty las of leg Lb 


bestow the bounty of your Lord Indeed your 


Lords bounty is not denied [to anyone). (20) Oe nade CGB. has sch Sei en PO ae 


at 
2 be 


Z 2-62 Eo ves an te 
See how We have bestowed more bounty on some @ ees ssl Sasa 1 Be SUS 
than on others. But the fe to come will be higher 
in rank and greater in merit. (21) 


A Unique Journey 


The surah begins with glorifying God, the most fitting action to confirm the bond 
between God and His servants in the atmosphere of compassion and friendliness 
imparted by the mention of the night journey: 


Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from the Sacred 
Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] — the environs of which We 
have blessed — so that We might show him some of Our signs. Indeed He alone is the 
One who hears all and sees all. (Verse 1) 


The surah emphasizes the position of man as God’s servant: “He who transported 
His servant by night...” The emphasis here is needed in the context of the Prophet's 
ascension to heaven where no human being had gone before. It is important in this 
context that the status of man’s servitude to God should always be remembered. 
There must be no confusion of status similar to that which happened in the case of 
Jesus on account of his birth, his being raised to heaven at the end of his life on earth, 
and the powers which were given to him during life. All these caused some people to 
confuse his status and to claim that he had a divine nature. In its simplicity and 
purity, Islam insists that no similarity could ever exist between God and any 
creature. 


The Arabic text of this opening verse uses the verb, asra, which denotes ‘travelling 
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during the night’. It is sufficient then to use this verb to denote the time of the action. 
Yet the verse adds the phrase, laylan, or “by night’, to give an added sense of the still 
night and the ease of travel. The journey from the Sacred Mosque to the Aqsa 
Mosque was one chosen by God, the Compassionate who knows everything. It 
provided a link between all monotheistic faiths from the time of Abraham and 
Ishmael to the time of the last Prophet, Muhammad (peace be upon them all). It also 
established a link between the holy places in all these religions. It seems that this 
unusual journey served as an announcement that the last Messenger was the heir to 
the heritage of all former messengers. His message staked a claim to all these holy 
places. Thus it becomes a journey that goes beyond the scope of time and place. 


The opening verse describes the Aqsa Mosque as one with blessed environs. This 
description shows the blessings surrounding the mosque and flowing in abundance. 
This impression could not have been given with a direct description such as ‘the 
mosque which we have blessed.’ This is another example of the refined use of 
language characteristic of the Qur’an. 


The Prophet's night journey was a telling sign, and it was accompanied by others, 
as the opening verse says in stating its purpose, “so that We might show him some of 
Our signs.” Covering the distance between the Sacred Mosque in Makkah and the 
Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, in a very short period that did not allow the Prophet's 
bed to become cold, is a sign of God’s power, whatever the means used to 
accomplish it. It opens our minds to new horizons in the universe and reveals latent 
potentials within mankind. It shows that those human beings chosen by God to be 
the bearers of His message have the latent ability to receive whatever greater powers 
God wishes to give them. It is God who has honoured man, giving him a favoured 
position among His creation, and endowed him with such potentials. “He alone is the 
One who hears all and sees all.” (Verse 1) He indeed hears and sees all that is beyond 
the reach of our hearing and seeing faculties. 


It is especially impressive that the opening verse of this surah starts with glorifying 
God, “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night”. After defining 
the purpose of this journey, it finishes with highlighting two of God’s attributes, 
perfect hearing and seeing that encompass all things. This quick movement across 
purposes reflects the finest points of the expression used. The glorification is 
addressed to God Himself, and the statement about the purpose of the night journey 
comes from Him, while the description of God’s powers is made in the form of an 
indisputable statement. All these forms are combined in one verse so as to give their 
different imports. 


The Promise to the Israelites 
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The night journey is a remarkable sign which God wished to demonstrate. It is an 
amazing journey by human standards. The Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, which was 
the destination of the first part of this journey, is at the heart of the Holy Land which 
God assigned to the Children of Israel before He caused them to be driven out of it. 
Thus it is appropriate to relate in the passage that follows the history of Moses and 
his people, the Israelites: 


We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the Children of Israel, 
saying: Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me. You are the descendants of 
those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful servant of 
Ours. “We made it clear to the Children of Israel in the book: “Twice will you spread 
corruption on earth and will indeed become grossly overbearing.’ When the prediction 
of the first of these came true, We sent against you some of Our servants of great 
might who wrought havoc throughout the land. Thus [Our] warning came to be 
fulfilled. Then We let you prevail against them once more, and We gave you wealth 
and offspring, and made you more numerous [than ever. And We said:] ‘If you do 
good, you will be but doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will be also 
against yourselves.’ And when the second prediction came true, [We allowed your 
enemies] to disgrace you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like [their predecessors] 
had entered it the first time, and to visit with destruction all that fell into their power. 
It may be that your Lord will have mercy on you; but if you revert [to your old ways], 
We shall revert [to punishing you]. Indeed We have made hell a place of confinement 
for the unbelievers. (Verses 2-8) 


This episode in the Children of Israel’s history is mentioned only in this surah in 
the Qur'an. It refers to the fate of the Jews which led to the collapse of their state. It 
reveals the direct relationship between the spread of corruption and loose morality in 
a nation and its decline and destruction. This comes in fulfilment of a law of nature 
God has set in operation, and which the surah refers to. The law states that the 
corruption and immorality of the affluent in any community is the cause of its 
destruction by God. 


The story begins here by mentioning Moses’ revealed book, the Torah, and the 
warnings it gives to the Israelites. It reminds them of their great ancestor, Noah, 
God’s obedient and truly grateful servant, and also of their ancestors who were 
carried with him in the ark. It should be remembered that only the believers were 
allowed on the ark: “We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the 
Children of Israel, saying: Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me. You are the 
descendants of those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful 
servant of Ours.” (Verses 2-3) 


Both the warning and the reminder are confirmation of the promise that the surah 
soon mentions. The promise makes it clear that God will not inflict punishment on 
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any community unless He sends them first a messenger to warn and remind them. It 
makes clear the primary purpose of giving the book to Moses. It serves as a source of 
guidance and warns them: “Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me.” They 
must rely on none other than God and turn to Him only for guidance. This is the 
essence of faith. Anyone who seeks a guardian other than God is misguided and 
devoid of true faith. 


The surah makes its address to them in the name of their ancestors who were 
carried in the ark with Noah. These were the best of mankind at the time of the first 
messenger on earth. Pointing out this relationship in this address serves to remind 
them of God’s grace when He saved their forefathers with His truly grateful servant, 
Noah. Thus it establishes an age-long bond of faith. That Noah is described here as 
God's servant is intended to emphasize this point and also to highlight the essential 
quality of God’s chosen messengers, which is their servitude to Him. In the first 
verse Muhammad is described as ‘God’s servant’. This follows the Qur’anic method 
of maintaining an air of harmony and coherence throughout each surah. 


In the book which God gave Moses to serve as a source of guidance to the 
Israelites, He issued them with a warning that they would be doomed to destruction 
should they spread corruption on earth. The destruction was visited on them twice 
because its causes were repeated. This is followed by a warning of further episodes 
of destruction should they revert to their old ways of spreading corruption. This 
leads to the inevitable operation of God’s laws of nature that never fail: “We made it 
clear to the Children of Israel in the book: “Twice will you spread corruption on earth and will 
indeed become grossly overbearing.’” (Verse 4) 


This judgement is merely information given to them by God, spelling out what 
they will do and what will happen to them as a result. It is based on God’s 
knowledge of their fate. It is not an act of predestination that they cannot escape, or 
that forces their hands so as to behave in a certain way. God does not compel anyone 
to be corrupt or to spread corruption. “Say: “never does God enjoin what is indecent.’” (7: 
28) It is the nature of God’s knowledge that makes Him aware of what will happen in 
the future in the same way as He is aware of what is happening now. What is yet to 
happen, and is totally unknown to all human beings, is, to God, the same as what has 
already happened. 


Same Action, Same Penalty 


In the book He gave to Moses, the Torah, God warned the Children of Israel that 
they would spread corruption on earth twice and that they would gain power and be 
the masters in the Holy Land. Every time they held power and used it corruptly or 
spread corruption, God sent some of His servants against them who overpowered 


105 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | GOD’S INFINITE POWER 


and destroyed them, abusing their rights: “When the prediction of the first of these came 
true, We sent against you some of Our servants of great might who wrought havoc 
throughout the land. Thus [Our] warning came to be fulfilled.” (Verse 5) 


This was the first time: they gained power in the Holy Land and they established 
their strong state. But then they resorted to tyranny and corruption. As a result, God 
brought them face to face with some of His servants who combined great might with 
strong determination. They overran those who had erred and spread corruption, 
completely subjugating them. Thus the warning came to pass, as is always the case 
with God's promises. 


After the Children of Israel were vanquished and suffered humiliation, they 
turned back to their Lord, mended their ways and applied the lessons they had 
learnt. In the meantime, their conquerors were blinded by victory and travelled along 
the same road of tyranny and corruption. As a result, the tables were turned. The 
vanquished were victorious again: “Then We let you prevail against them once more, and 
We gave you wealth and offspring, and made you more numerous than ever.” (Verse 6) 
History thus repeated itself. 


Before the surah continues its account of the true prophesy and warning, it states a 
basic rule of action and reward: “If you do good, you will be but doing good to yourselves; 
and if you do evil, it will be also against yourselves.” (Verse 7) This is a never changing 
rule with effects that transcend this life into the next. It makes everything a human 
being does, with all its results and consequences, totally his own. Thus, reward is the 
natural fruit of action. Hence it is determined by the nature of the action done. This is 
to say that a human being is responsible for himself. It is he who chooses to do good 
or evil, and he alone who will receive the reward or bear the consequences of what 
he does. He has only himself to blame when the result of his action leads him to 
suffer punishment. 


Having established the rule, the surah goes on to complete the telling of true 
prophesy: “When the second prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies] to disgrace 
you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like [their predecessors] had entered it the first time, 
and to visit with destruction all that fell into their power.” (Verse 7) 


The surah does not include in its text any account of how the Israelites spread 
corruption again after they regained power. Its mention of the first occasion is 
sufficient: “Twice will you spread corruption on earth.” (Verse 4) But it tells us of what 
God inflicted on them the second time: “When the second prediction came true, [We 
allowed your enemies] to disgrace you utterly.” (Verse 7) This is a vivid description of the 
widespread destruction that causes acute humiliation, visible even on their faces. Or 
the disgrace was physically painted on their faces, coupled with what they felt when 
they saw their sanctities desecrated. And they “enter[ed] the Mosque just like [their 
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predecessors] had entered it the first time.” (Verse 7) They wrought total destruction, 
leaving nothing in place. 


The warning was fulfilled. God sent enemies against the Jews who overpowered 
them, destroyed their kingdom and left them in their great diaspora. The Qur’an 
does not specify the nationality of those God sent against the Jews, because such 
information adds nothing to the lesson to be drawn, or to the effect of the law God 
has made applicable to all communities. 


The surah comments on this true warning and prophesy by saying that this 
destruction may be a way leading to God’s mercy if the right lesson is drawn and 
acted upon: “Jt may be that your Lord will have mercy on you.” (Verse 8) But if the Jews 
revert to spreading corruption on earth, then the law will inevitably operate and the 
punishment will again be inflicted: “But if you revert [to your old ways], We shall revert 
[to punishing you].” (Verse 8) They certainly did revert to their corrupt ways and God 
sent the Muslims against them who drove them out of Arabia. They did this again 
with the same results, until He caused them to be humiliated during the twentieth 
century. We see now how they have again reverted to tyranny and corruption in the 
state of Israel which uses very cruel tactics against the Arabs, the owners of the land. 
God is certain to send His servants against them who will make them suffer much for 
their corruption in fulfilment of His firm warning and in accordance with His law 
which never fails. We need only wait and see this take place. 


The surah concludes this episode by defining the destiny the unbelievers will 
suffer in the hereafter. It is the same destiny as will be suffered by those who spread 
corruption: “Indeed We have made hell a place of confinement for the unbelievers.” (Verse 
8) They will be surrounded, unable to escape. Furthermore, it is large enough to 
contain them all. 


Guidance in All Fields 


The surah now speaks about the Qur’an, making it clear that it is a book of true 
and full guidance: 


Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most upright. It gives the believers 
who do good deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich reward; and [declares] that 
We have prepared a grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the life to come. 
(Verses 9-10) 


“Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most upright.” This is a general 


statement applicable to all those who are guided by the Qur’an and the goals to 
which it guides. Thus, the guidance is given to communities and generations that are 
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not restricted by time or place. And the superiority of its guidance applies to all that 
they may attain when they follow any method or approach. It is also superior to 
every good thing to which people may be guided at any time or place. 


The Qur’an guides to that which is ‘most upright’ in relation to man’s inner 
feelings and thoughts, outlining a clear faith, free of complication and ambiguity. Its 
guidance frees the human spirit of the burden of myth and superstition, and releases 
human energy so that it is constructive, bringing benefit, providing a harmonious 
link between the laws that govern the universe and those governing human nature. 


The Qur’an also ensures harmony between man’s outward and inward existence, 
feelings and behaviour, faith and action. In all this it shows the way to what is ‘most 
upright’, linking all these aspects to the true and unseverable bond that exists 
between man and God. This enables man to look up to a higher horizon while he is 
still on earth. Thus what man does in his daily life becomes an act of worship, 
provided that he does so seeking God’s acceptance. This is true even when the action 
itself provides him with pure enjoyment of what is available in this life. 


In the field of worship also, the Qur’an establishes a perfect balance between 
duties and abilities. This ensures that duties are not seen as too hard so as to 
constitute a heavy burden, or induce despair of ever fulfilling one’s obligations. 
Maintaining this balance ensures that a person neither takes matters too lightly or 
complacently on the one hand, nor exceeds the limits of what is reasonable and 
perfectly bearable on the other. Thus we can say without fear of contradiction that in 
worship, the Qur’an shows the way to that which is most upright. 


The same applies to human interaction whether between individuals and couples, 
governments and peoples, or states and races. Relations between all these groups are 
established on a firm basis, influenced neither by personal prejudice and interest, nor 
by feelings of love and hatred. This firm foundation in human relations is chosen by 
God, the Creator who knows His creation and what is certain to promote goodness in 
their lives. The Qur’an shows the way which gives the best course of action in the 
fields of politics and finance, as well as in those of social and international relations. 


The Qur’an also endorses all divine religions, establishing a firm link between 
them, honouring all that is sacred in them, and protecting all that they hold in 
reverence. This ensures that humanity, with all its divine faiths live in peace. In this 
again the Qur'an provides its perfect guidance. This is all summed up in the verse 
which says: “Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most upright.” (Verse 9) 


“It gives the believers who do good deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich reward; 
and [declares] that We have prepared a grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the 
life to come.” (Verses 9-10) This is the basic rule laid down by the Qur'an in respect of 
action and reward. The Islamic structure is built on the two pillars of faith and good 
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action. Faith that is not confirmed by action is hollow, unfulfilled, while action that is 
not based on faith lacks firm roots. It is when both are combined that life maintains 
its most upright course, and with them both together guidance shown in the Qur’an 
takes its proper effect. 


Man’s Hasty Characteristic 


Those who do not follow the guidance of the Qur’an are left to their own devices. 
But man is hasty, unaware of what benefits him and what causes him harm, 
impulsive, unable to control his reactions even when they bring about evil 
consequences: “Yet man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays for good. Truly man is ever 
hasty.” (Verse 11) He does not know the ultimate results. He may do something that 
is evil and precipitate its results unaware that these only bring about immense harm 
to himself; or he may be aware of such results but is unable to control himself. This is 
a long, long way away from the assured, calm and consistent guidance given in the 
Qur’an. The two ways of Qur’anic guidance and human desire are too widely 
divergent. 


So far the surah has pointed to some of the signs God gave to His messengers, such 
as the Prophet's night journey, Noah's ark, Moses’ book, and, above all, the Qur’an. 
Now the surah mentions some of God’s universal signs and relates these to people’s 
actions, efforts and earnings on the one hand and their fruits and reward on the 
other. We thus see that the laws that govern action and reward are closely linked to 
the laws governing the whole universe. Both are based on perfect rules that never 
fail. They are as accurate as the system that ensures that day and night succeed each 
other. They are operated by the Creator who has made them two of His signs: 


We have made the night and the day as two [of Our] signs. Then We have effaced the 
sign of the night while the sign of the day We have left enlightened, so that you may 
seek bounty from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the years and be able to 
reckon. Most clearly have We spelled out everything. (Verse 12) 


The universal law that governs the succession of day and night is linked to 
numerous aspects of human life. It is linked with people’s efforts in earning their 
living, and their knowledge of time and calculation. It also relates to the good and 
evil man may earn in life and what reward he may achieve in the end for either his 
good or bad actions. Indeed the consequences of following guidance or error relate to 
it, as is the individual nature of responsibility which means that no one will have to 
answer for anyone else. The same universal law is linked to God’s promise that He 
will not inflict punishment on anyone until He has sent His messengers. This link 
further applies to the law which governs the destruction of communities only after 
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the affluent among them have been guilty of immense transgression. The law further 
relates to the diverse destinies of those who seek the pleasures of this world and 
those who prefer the good reward of the hereafter, and what God grants to both in 
this life and in the life to come. All these aspects follow a well set system and certain 
immutable laws besides. Nothing takes place haphazardly. 


“We have made the night and the day as two [of Our] signs. Then We have effaced the sign 
of the night while the sign of the day We have left enlightened, so that you may seek bounty 
from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the years and be able to reckon. Most clearly 
have We spelled out everything.” (Verse 12) The night and the day are two major 
universal signs which confirm the accuracy of the law governing the universe which 
operates all the time, suffering neither a failure nor a temporary need for repairs. So 
what is meant here by ‘effacing the sign of the night’, when we see that this sign 
remains operative as much as the sign of the day? It seems to me, and God knows 
best, that the reference here is to the darkness of the night which hides everything 
and during which movement slows down. The darkness gives the impression that 
the night is effaced when compared with the day, its light and the bustling activity 
that takes place under its light. It is as though the day is able to see things by its light 
and reveals everything for us to behold. 


The effacing of the night and the full visibility of the day have a clearly specified 
purpose: “so that you may seek bounty from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the 
years and be able to reckon.” This makes things very clear: the night is for rest and 
recuperation, and the day for work, earning one’s living and activity. The succession 
of the day and night enables people to compute the years and determine the seasons 
and set times for different transactions. “Most clearly have We spelled out everything.” 
There is nothing in the universe that has been left to chance. The accuracy that is 
manifested in the succession of day and night confirms the elaborate and faultless 
design of everything God has created. 


Personal Responsibility 


The law of action and reward is directly linked to the meticulous law of the 
universe: 


Every human being’s action have We tied around his own neck. On the Day of 
Resurrection We shall produce for him a record which he will find wide open. [And 
We will say:] “Read this your record! Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul 
should make out your account.’ (Verses 13-14) 


The Arabic phraseology of this verse provides a highly graphic description which 
uses the word, ‘bird’, in place of ‘action’, as used in the translated text. Thus we have 
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here a metaphor referring to what flies of a person’s actions and becomes tied around 
his neck, so that it never parts from him. Thus does the Qur’an in graphically 
describing things in order to emphasize its point. A person’s actions do not leave 
him, and he cannot disown them. The same applies to the wide open record of all his 
actions. Thus whatever he has done in life is laid bare. He cannot hide, ignore or 
disown it. Both descriptions, of the bird denoting action and the record thrown open, 
produce a very strong effect that adds to the fears experienced on that very difficult 
day when nothing remains hidden. Everyone is told to read their own records 
because, “Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul should make out your account.” 
(Verse 14) 


Again the same accurate universal law is linked to the rules governing action and 
reward: “Whoever chooses to follow guidance does so for his own good, and whoever goes 
astray does so to his own loss. No soul shall be made to bear the burden of another.” (Verse 
15) It is all individual responsibility. When one follows guidance, one reaps the 
fruits, and when one chooses error, one bears the consequences. None will bear or 
lighten the burden of another. Everyone will be questioned about their own actions 
and will have the reward for what they have done in this life. Close friends will be of 
no help to each other. 


Yet as a sign of God’s grace, He does not leave man’s guidance dependent only on 
the signs that are available in the universe. Nor does He leave him to the covenant 
God has made with human nature before a person is born. He has sent messengers to 
warn and remind: “We would never inflict punishment [on anyone] until We have sent a 
messenger [to give warning].” (Verse 15) This is certainly an aspect of God’s grace 
which gives everyone ample opportunity to follow His guidance. Only when they 
have been properly warned and still persist in error does He punish them, if He so 
wills. 


Affluence Leading to Destruction 


The same consistent and universal law that governs the succession of day and 
night also applies to the destruction of any community: “When it is Our will to destroy 
a community, We convey Our command to those of its people who live a life of affluence. If 
they persist in sin, judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly destroy them.” (Verse 
16) 


The affluent who enjoy wealth, servants, luxuries, comfort and power are prone to 
carelessness and decadence in their lives. They thus lead a life of corruption, 
transgress all limits, trample over values, desecrate sanctities and defile other 
people’s honour. Unless they are taken to task for their misdeeds, they will spread 
corruption and indecency throughout their community. They will debase the sound 
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values and principles which every community needs to observe in order to survive. 
Thus their corruption will lead to the loss of strength, vigour and means of survival 
by the whole community. It then becomes lifeless, and is soon overtaken by 
destruction. 


The verse here restates this law which God has set in operation. When God 
determines that a certain community is to be destroyed, this is only the natural 
outcome of its pursuit of ways and practices that lead to destruction. The affluent 
become too numerous and no one takes any action to curb their transgressions. They 
spread corruption, and bit by bit the whole community becomes corrupt. 
Consequently, it is liable to the effects of the law God has set in operation, 
condemning such communities to destruction. Indeed the community in question is 
responsible for the destruction it suffers, because it did not take the necessary action 
to stop such foul practices. Had it done so, it would have spared itself destruction. It 
would not have had corrupt people to lead it astray until it has faced the dire results. 


God has willed that human life should run according to set laws which never fail 
or change. A cause has its effect, and the effect takes place as a result of the operation 
of God’s will that has set this law in operation. God does not approve of indecency or 
transgression. However, the presence of those who are exceedingly rich in a 
community is indicative that its fabric has become loose and that it has set itself on 
the way to decline. This will seal its fate, because it has set itself open to the operation 
of this law when it allowed those who are excessively rich to lead their corrupt life. 


The mention of God’s will in the verse, “When it is Our will to destroy a community, 
We convey Our command to those of its people who live a life of affluence,” does not mean a 
commanding will which initiates the cause. It is a will that brings the effect when the 
cause takes place. Thus the effect becomes inevitable as a result of the operation of 
God’s laws of nature. Similarly, the ‘command’ in the same statement does not refer 
to a directive requiring them to indulge in sin. It simply refers to the natural result 
which comes about in consequence of those people leading such a life. Hence, the 
verse states that: “If they persist in sin, judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly 
destroy them.” (Verse 16) 


This statement highlights the responsibility of every community, as it makes clear 
that this law has remained operative since Noah’s time: “Many generations have We 
destroyed since Noah's time. Suffice it that your Lord is well aware of His servants’ sins, and 
observes them all.” (Verse 17) 


Choices and Rewards 


Someone who wishes to lead a life based solely on this world, looking up to 
nothing beyond this earth and its pleasures, will have whatever God has assigned to 
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him of these. In the life to come, hell will be waiting for him because he will have 
deserved it. This is because those who do not aspire to anything beyond this world 
are keen to immerse themselves in its carnal pleasures. This however inevitably leads 
them to hell: “As for those who care only for [the pleasures of] this fleeting life, We readily 
grant of it whatever We may please to whomever We will. In the end We consign any such 
person to hell, where he will burn disgraced and rejected.” (Verse 18) He is disgraced by 
his actions, rejected, suffering severe punishment. 


On the other side is a totally different picture: “But those who care only for the life to 
come, strive fir it as it should be striven for, and are true believers, are indeed the ones who 
will have their endeavours well rewarded.” (Verse 19) Someone who desires the rich 
reward of the life to come must pursue his goal diligently. He should fulfil the duties 
God requires of him. Moreover, he must have faith which serves as the basis of his 
pursuit for the life to come. Faith is not a matter that people attain through idle 
wishes, but it is rather an idea that is firmly held as a belief, and clearly endorsed by 
action. Pursuit of the hereafter does not deprive anyone of the wholesome pleasures 
of this life. It simply opens up wider horizons before us. Thus, enjoyment and 
pleasure are not the driving goal. There is no harm in seeking pleasure, provided 
however that one is not captivated or enslaved by it. 


A life that seeks nothing more than the pleasures of this world is fitting only for 
worms, reptiles, insects, cattle and wild beasts. It is only the life that pursues the 
rewards of the hereafter that is fitting for man who has been the recipient of honour 
bestowed on him by God. It is God who has created man and fashioned him, 
planting in his soul a secret that motivates him to look up to higher horizons even 
when his feet are solidly planted on earth. 


No Limits to God’s Grace 


Yet both groups receive God’s bounty which is open to all and restricted to none. 
Both those who seek only this world’s pleasures and enjoy them to the full and those 
who pursue the reward of the life to come partake of God’s bounty which God grants 
to all: “On all — these as well as those — do We bestow the bounty of your Lord. Indeed 
your Lord's bounty is not denied [to anyone].” (Verse 20) This bounty bestowed by God 
differs widely, in accordance with people’s means, aims and actions. They differ 
despite the fact that the scope on earth is very limited and its expanse so narrow. 
How then will they differ when they are in the other place, where the scope is 
limitless? How can we compare the expanses of the two worlds, when, in God’s 
sight, this world and all that it contains counts for less that the span of a mosquito’s 
wings, as stated by the Prophet? 


“See how We have bestowed more bounty on some than on others. But the life to come will 
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be higher in rank and greater in merit.” (Verse 21) If one seeks to have the higher prize 
and the greater grace, then one should aim for the hereafter. For there lies the 
limitless expanse and scope whose boundaries are known only to God. It is for this 
prize that people should compete, not for the petty comforts of this world. 


114 


2 


A Code Based on Justice 


Do not set up any deity side by side nith God, 
kest you find yourself disgraced, forsaken. (22) 


Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship 
none but Him, and that you must be kind to 
_your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain 
to old age in your care, never say Ush’ to them or 
chide them, but ahvays speak gently and kindly 
to them, (23) 


and spread over them humbly the wings of your 
tenderness, and say, ‘My Lord, bestow on them 
Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me 
when I was a child.’ (24) 


Your Lord knows best what is in your hearts. If 
you are righteous, He ts certainly most foriving to 
those who turn repeatedly to Aim [seeking His 


mercy]. (25) 


Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the 
needy and the traveller in need. Do not squander 
_your substance wastefully, (26) 


Jor the wasteful squanderers are Satan’s brothers, 
and Satan has abyays been ungrateful to his 
Lord. (27) 
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But if you must turn aside from them in pursuit 
of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your 
Lord, then at least speak to them kindly. (28) 


Do not be miserly, allowing your hand to remain 
shackled to your neck, nor stretch it out fully to 
the utmost limit, lest you find yourself beng 
blamed or reduced to destitution. (29) 


Your Lord gies in abundance, or in scant 
measure, to whom He wills. He zs indeed fully 
aware of all His servants, and sees them all. (30) 


Do not kill your children for fear of want. It i 
We who shall provide for them and for you. To 
Rill them is indeed a great sin. (31) 


Do not come near adultery, It is indeed an 
abomination and an evil way. (32) 


Do not Rill anyone, for God has forbidden 
killing, except in the pursuit of] justice. If anyone 
7s slain wrongulh, We hae gwen lis her 
authority [to seek just retribution). He ie. the 
heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity i 
[retributive] Killing, He as gwen hebp. 33) 


Do not come near the property of an orphan 
before he comes of age, except with the best of 
intentions. Be true to all your promises, for you 
will be called to account for all that you promuse. 
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And give full measure whenever you measure, 


and weigh with accurate scales. That ts fair, and 2 pak 

best in the end. (35) Shy GC oe ls = SU): 5 o f 
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Do not walk on earth with an air of sebf-concet; 
for you cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can 
_you rival the mountains in height. (37) 


All this is evil; odious in your Lord’s sight. (38) 


These [injunctions] are but a part of the nisdom 
with which your Lord has inspired you. Do not 
set up any deity alongside God, lest you should be 
cast into hell, blamed and reected. (39) 
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Overview 


In the preceding passage, which comprises the first 21 verses of the surah, the rules 
of action and reward, guidance and error, earnings and reckoning are linked to the 
great universal law that governs the succession of night and day. In the current 
passage, the rules for behaviour, manners, individual and social duties are linked to 
belief in God’s oneness. Indeed this belief provides the essential tie to which all other 
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ties are linked, within the family, community and humanity as a whole. 


In the previous passage we learnt that the Qur’an “shows the way to that which ts 
most upright.” We have also been told that God has most clearly ‘spelled out 
everything.’ In this new passage, the surah gives us an outline of the commandments 
and prohibitions which demarcate the way to the most upright standards. They spell 
out in detail some rules of behaviour, telling us of permissible or prohibited 
practices. 


This new passage begins with a commandment that prohibits the association of 
partners with God. It declares God’s clear order that worship must be addressed to 
Him alone. This is followed by an outline of duties and obligations, such as 
maintaining kindness to one’s parents, being generous without extravagance to 
relatives, the needy and travellers in need. It also prohibits killing one’s offspring, 
adultery and murder under any circumstances. Further commandments make it clear 
that believers must take good care of orphans, ensuring that whatever property they 
have is well looked after, and that they must fulfil their pledges and promises. They 
should also conduct their transactions in fairness, giving due weight and measure, 
and they must endeavour to establish and maintain the truth. They are commanded 
not to behave arrogantly in any situation. The passage concludes with a warning 
against associating partners with God. Thus all the commandments and prohibitions 
are given between the opening and ending of the passage, clearly attached to the 
basic belief in God’s oneness which provides the firm foundation of human life as 
indeed all life. 


Kindness to Parents 


“Do not set up any deity side by side with God, lest you find yourself disgraced, forsaken.” 
(Verse 22) This is a commandment forbidding the association of partners with God 
and a warning against the results it brings about. Although it is a general order, it is 
nonetheless addressed to each individual so that everyone feels it is personally 
issued to them. Believing is a personal matter for which every individual is 
responsible for themselves. The outcome that awaits anyone who deviates from the 
path of believing in God’s oneness is such that they find themselves ‘disgraced’ by 
the foul deed, ‘forsaken’, without support. Whoever is deprived of God’s support is 
forsaken, no matter how numerous his supporters are. The Arabic description, 
fatagq-uda madhmuman makhdhula, is especially graphic: in place of lest you find yourself, 
read, ‘lest you sit’. This aptly describes the person who finds such disgrace too 
shameful that it weighs heavily on him and he sits down forsaken, weak, unable to 
stand and powerless. The description also suggests that this state is permanent 
because ‘sitting down in disgrace’ suggests there is no action to change the situation. 


118 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | A CODE BASED ON JUSTICE 


“Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship none but Him.” (Verse 23) This order to 
offer all worship to God alone follows the one prohibiting the association of partners 
with God. It takes the form of a decisive ruling to be implemented without fail, by all 
mankind. The term, gada, used in the Arabic text and translated as ‘ordained’, 
signifies a final verdict imparting additional emphasis to an already emphatic order 
that also uses the construction of a negation and exception: “You shall worship none 
but Him.” The mode is one of total emphasis and stress. When this basic ruling is well 
established, individual and community duties are outlined. These rely on a firm 
belief in the One God. Hence, motives and goals behind actions and practices work 
towards the same end. 


The most important bond next to that of faith is the family. Hence the surah links 
kindness to parents with the worship of God, in order to emphasize its importance in 
God’s sight: 


And that you must be kind to your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain to old 
age in your care, never say ‘Ugh’ to them or chide them, but always speak gently and 
kindly to them, and spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness, and say, 
My Lord, bestow on them Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me when I 
was a child.’ (Verses 23-24) 


With inspirational expression that is full of tenderness the Qur’an enhances our 
feelings of compassion towards our parents. As life goes on, its momentum carries 
the living and focuses our attention on what lies ahead, on our own children, the new 
generation. Rarely are we motivated to look back and attend to the former generation 
of parents, who represent a life that is already on the decline. Hence, as sons and 
daughters we need a strong charge of conscience so that we will look hack and take 
care of our mothers and fathers. 


Parents are naturally motivated to look after their children, sacrificing everything 
in the process, even when the sacrifice includes them personally. An early green 
shoot absorbs every particle of nutrition in its seed to leave it as dust, and a chic eats 
up everything in the egg, leaving only the shell. Similarly, children take up all their 
parents’ vigour, health, effort and attention, leaving them in the weakness of old age, 
yet happy to have given their children everything they could give. But children soon 
forget all this and move ahead, caring more for their spouses and own offspring. This 
is the natural course of life. 


Thus parents do not need any encouragement to be kind to their children. It is the 
children who need to be reminded of their duty towards the generation that has 
become dry, in need of tender care, after having spent most of its vitality in bringing 
up their young. Hence, the divine command to take good care of parents comes in 
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the form of a ruling from God, following immediately after the command to worship 
God alone. 


The surah then imparts an air of tenderness to the whole atmosphere. It engenders 
memories of childhood, of compassion, love and tender care: “Should one of them, or 
both, attain to old age in your care...,” (Verse 23) Old age commands veneration, and the 
weakness of the elderly imparts certain feelings. Use of the phrase, ‘in your care’, 
describes an elderly person weakened by advancing years needing shelter and care. 
Hence, sons and daughters are told: “Never say ‘Ugh’ to them or chide them.” (Verse 23) 
This is the first step in taking care of one’s parents and being kindly to them. Sons 
and daughters must never use words which suggest their being vexed or bothered by 
their parents, or say anything that betrays disrespect. On the contrary, they must 
“always speak gently and kindly to them.” (Verse 23) This is a higher and more positive 
step. What sons and daughters say to their parents must always be coupled with 
genuine respect. 


“And spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness.” (Verse 24) At this point 
the Qur’an uses very tender words to touch our hearts and consciences. Mercy and 
compassion are so heightened that they border on humility, making the son and 
daughter too respectful to look their parents straight in the face, but willing to obey 
them. It is as if such tenderness spreads wings over one’s parents. This is followed by 
a prayer: “My Lord, bestow on them Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me when 
I was a child.” (Verse 24) 


The prayer recalls the care and love, exercised by parents for vulnerable children. 
Yet now it is the parents themselves who are similarly weak and in need of tender, 
loving care. Hence, the address to God to bestow His grace on them. Indeed His 
grace is far greater, and His care is much more wide-ranging. He is better able to 
reward them for their kindness, while their children can never repay them for it. A 
hadith mentions that “a man was carrying his mother while he was doing the tawaf 
lie. the obligatory walk around the Ka*bah] during pilgrimage. He asked the 
Prophet whether he had discharged his duty towards her. The Prophet said, “No, not 
even for a single deep sigh.”” 


This hadith speaks of a mother so weakened she was no longer able to walk in 
order to fulfil her religious duty of tawaf. Her son carried her so that she could fulfil 
that duty, just like a mother carries her child when it is very young. However, that is 
far from fulfilling a mother’s claim against her children, which is constituted by the 
constant care she took of them, with every breath of her life. 


Since all feelings, actions and reactions are related to faith in the context of the 
surah, it adds a final comment, referring all matters to God who knows people’s 
intentions and what lies behind words and actions: “Your Lord knows best what is in 


120 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | A CODE BASED ON JUSTICE 


your hearts. If you are righteous, He is certainly Most Forgiving to those who turn repeatedly 
to Him [seeking His mercy].” (Verse 25) 


Coming as it does immediately before a range of orders, duties and standards, this 
verse serves as a guideline for everything we say or do. It also leaves the door open 
for anyone who makes a mistake or falls short of expectations to declare his 
repentance and seek forgiveness. When a person’s heart is set on the right track, the 
door to forgiveness remains open. The verse mentions in particular those who turn 
back to God every time they slip or make a mistake. 


Kindness to All 


The surah proceeds to include all relatives and the need to be kindly to them, 
adding also the needy and travellers who may find themselves in difficulty. It 
expands on family relations so as to include all human bonds in their broadest sense: 


Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the needy and the traveller in need. Do 
not squander your substance wastefully, for the wasteful squanderers are Satan's 
brothers, and Satan has always been ungrateful to his Lord. But if you must turn 
aside from them in pursuit of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your Lord, 
then at least speak to them kindly. (Verses 26-28) 


The Qur’an makes it clear that the near of kin, the needy and stranded travellers 
have a right against us which may only be discharged by financial assistance. This 
does not come as a favour which one person does to another; it is rather a duty 
imposed by God and associated with worshipping Him alone. When we fulfil this 
duty we are only discharging our responsibility, and cultivating a close relationship 
between ourselves and those to whom we give. The giver has no favour against the 
recipient, because he is only fulfilling a duty towards God. 


The Qur’an speaks strongly against squandering, which is defined as spending 
one’s money in the wrong way. Mujahid says that if one spends all one’s money for 
rightful purposes, one is not a squanderer, but if one spends a small amount in the 
wrong way, then one is. Thus, it is not the amount which one spends, but the 
purpose for which one spends it. Hence, squanderers are indeed Satan’s brothers 
because they spend their money for evil purposes, and to finance their disobedience 
of God. This makes them Satan’s cronies. It must be remembered that “Satan has 
always been ungrateful to his Lord.” (Verse 27) Both Satan and those who squander do 
not fulfil their duty of appreciating God’s favours, which means that they should use 
it only in purposes that earn God’s pleasure, doing His bidding and refraining from 
anything He has forbidden. 
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When a person does not have the means to do his duty by relatives, the needy and 
stranded travellers, and he finds it embarrassing to meet them face to face, he should 
turn to God praying to Him to give him good provisions and to provide for those in 
need. At the same time, he should promise the needy that he will give to them 
whenever his means improve. At the same time, he should speak to them kindly. He 
must not be bored with them, nor should he remain silent and so embarrass them. A 
kind word serves a good purpose and opens up hope: “But if you must turn aside from 
them in pursuit of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your Lord, then at least speak 
to them kindly.” (Verse 28) 


Within the context of prohibiting the squandering of money, the Qur’an orders 
moderation in all spending: “Do not be miserly, allowing your hand to remain shackled to 
your neck, nor stretch it out fully to the utmost limit, lest you find yourself being blamed or 
reduced to destitution.” (Verse 29) Striking a proper balance is the Islamic rule. To 
move to either extreme leads to imbalance. The verse employs subtle imagery to 
enhance the intended meaning. It paints miserliness as a hand tied up to one’s neck, 
while a spendthrift is shown as one with hands stretched out completely, unable to 
hold on to anything. The end of miserliness and the end of squander is drawn as a 
person sitting down, facing blame, powerless. It implies a position of weakness like 
that which makes an animal refuse to move. This applies to the miserly person 
whose miserliness weakens him to the point of inaction, and to the spendthrift who 
finds himself deprived of all power. Both are blamed in the end, one for stinginess, 
the other for squandering. The best attitude is a middle of the road one, tilting 
neither towards a tight fist nor towards careless extravagance. 


The order to seek a middle course is followed with a comment stating that the 
provider for all is God, and it is He who may give abundant provisions or may give 
only in a tight measure. Yet the One who gives to all is the One who orders a middle 
course: “Your Lord gives in abundance, or in scant measure, to whom He wills. He is indeed 
fully aware of all His servants, and sees them all.” (Verse 30) Whichever way He gives to 
any one of His servants is determined on the basis of His wisdom. He commands all 
to follow a course of moderation, prohibiting both extremes of miserliness and 
careless extravagance on the basis of His perfect knowledge of what is most suitable 
for all His servants at all times. It is He who has revealed the Qur’an to always guide 
along the straight path. 


Setting Values Right 


As the Qur’an makes this statement clear, it follows it with reference to the fact 
that some people in pre-Islamic days used to kill their daughters for fear of want and 
poverty. It then adds a clear order prohibiting the killing of children for any such 
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reason. Since God is the One who determines the means people have, there is no 
connection, then, between poverty and the number or sex of the children they have. 
The matter is fully in God’s hands. When people purge their thoughts of the false 
notion of any direct relationship between poverty and having children, and when 
they adopt the correct concept in this regard, there is no reason for that ghastly crime 
which flies in the face of human nature and the right to life: “Do not kill your children 
for fear of want. It is We who shall provide for them and for you. To kill them is indeed a great 
sin.” (Verse 31) 


When people adopt false beliefs, these beliefs affect their everyday lives. The effect 
is not confined to the adoption of wrong notions or the offering of worship rituals. 
On the other hand, purging faith from any false notion does have a positive effect on 
feelings, behaviour and social life generally. The fact that people in pre-Islamic 
Arabia used to bury their daughters alive provides a clear case of how far religious 
beliefs can affect human life so as to establish such horrendous crime as an 
acceptable social norm. It testifies to the fact that life is affected by the sort of beliefs 
people adopt. Indeed faith cannot remain isolated from human life. 


A word should be said here about the meticulous care the Qur’anic style reflects in 
its usage. In this particular verse we note that the provision for offspring is 
mentioned before provision for parents. In Surah 6, Cattle or al Anam, it is provision 
for parents which comes first: “We provide for you and for them.” (6: 151) The usage in 
both cases is related to the different emphasis they have. Here the verse is translated 
as: “Do not kill your children for fear of want. It is We who shall provide for them and for 
you. To kill them is indeed a great sin.” (Verse 31) The verse in Surah 6 reads as follows: 
“Do not kill your children because of your poverty: We provide for you and for them.” (6: 
151) It is clear that this surah is referring to the killing of children from fear that their 
presence will lead to poverty. Hence, providing for children is mentioned first. In 
Surah 6, the children are killed because of their parents’ actual poverty. Hence, the 
provision for parents is mentioned first. Thus every little Qur’anic detail, even 
putting something first on one occasion and second on another is for a definite 
reason. 


Adultery Outlawed 


The prohibition of killing children is followed by a prohibition against adultery:° 
“Do not come near adultery. It is indeed an abomination and an evil way.” (Verse 32) There 
is a definite link between the killing of children and adultery. We find that the 
prohibition of adultery here intervenes between the prohibition of killing one’s 


3 The Arabic word zina, translated here as ‘adultery’, refers to sexual intercourse outside wedlock, 
regardless of whether the man or the woman is married. Thus, it includes fornication. — Editor’s note. 
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children and that of killing oneself. This takes into account the link to which we are 
here referring. 


Adultery represents killing in various ways. It is a killing because it wastes life 
matter as it puts it in the wrong place. It is often followed by a desire to get rid of its 
natural consequences through abortion or infanticide. If the child is spared and 
allowed to live, it is abandoned to a life of misery and deprivation, which is a killing 
in a different form. Moreover, it is a killing of the community because family 
relations are thus lost, and blood ties are confused. People will have little trust that 
the children they bring up are their own. Thus community relations become 
weakened and the spirit of the community more or less dies. 


Adultery may also be described as a killing of the community for a different 
reason. The ease which it provides for the fulfilment of sexual desires makes 
marriage a redundant institution, and the family an unnecessary responsibility. We 
must not forget that the family provides the proper home where the young should be 
reared, and where sound human nature is consolidated. It is the home where sound 
upbringing can be ensured for boys and girls alike. 


Throughout history, every community that allowed immorality to spread saw its 
own decline brought about. Some people may feel that this is not true, looking at the 
fact that Europe and the United States continue to enjoy power despite the fact that 
immorality is widespread there. Yet the results of such loose morality are now 
apparent in older nations, such as France. As for new nations like the US, it may take 
some time yet before such effects are visible. The case is like that of a young man 
who gives rein to his desire. The effects may not manifest themselves when he is 
young, but as he grows older, his decline is rapid. 


The Qur’an even warns against ‘coming near’ to adultery, in order to give stronger 
emphasis that it is something to guard against. Since adultery is committed to satisfy 
a strong desire, steering away from it is safer. When adultery is made easy, resisting 
it becomes that much harder. Hence Islam takes appropriate preventive measures. It 
dislikes the mixing of the two sexes where it is unnecessary, forbids that a man stay 
with a woman in a closed place, and prohibits the indecent appearance of women 
when they go out or attend social functions. It encourages marriage and recommends 
fasting for those who cannot marry. It disapproves of all types of barriers that 
prevent people from getting married such as exorbitant dowries. It makes it clear that 
no one should ever fear poverty as a result of having children, and encourages its 
followers to provide help to those who wish to marry in order to preserve their 
chastity. It also prescribes very severe punishments for the crimes of adultery and 
false accusations of adultery against others, without providing proper evidence to 
support the same. Such measures are taken in order to prevent the Muslim 
community from throwing itself on the slippery road to decline. 
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A Peaceful Community 


The surah follows this with a prohibition of killing anyone, except for a valid 
reason: “Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice. 
If anyone is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir authority [to seek just retribution]. He 
[i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. He is given help.” 
(Verse 33) 


Islam is a religion which preserves life and ensures peace. Hence it considers the 
killing of any human being to be a crime of the highest order, ranking next to 
associating partners with God. It is God who gives life. Hence, no one can take life 
away except by God’s permission and within the limits which He has allowed. Every 
human life has a sanctity which cannot be violated. The limits which God has 
allowed for the infliction of capital punishment are very clear. They are not subject to 
any influence by prejudice or personal view. A highly authentic hadith related by al- 
Bukhari and Muslim quotes the Prophet as saying: “No Muslim person who bears 
witness that there is no deity other than God and that Muhammad is God’s 
Messenger may be killed except for one of three reasons: a life for a life, a married 
adulterer and a rebel who renounces his faith and abandons his community.” 


The first of these three legitimate ways to inflict capital punishment ensures fair 
retribution. It allows the killing of one person in order to guarantee life for many 
others. God tells us that “There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just 
retribution, so that you may remain God-fearing.” (2: 179) Human life is thus preserved 
by stopping those who are intent on assaulting and killing others for no reason. 
When someone intent on killing another realizes that just retribution will make him 
pay for his ghastly crime with his own life, he will stop short of killing. Again there is 
life for the community as the law of just retribution stops the relatives of the victim 
from vengeance killing, which often goes beyond just killing the offender. When 
vengeance killing is allowed free reign it leads to the killing of innocent people as the 
family feud ensues. On the contrary, just retribution gives security to all, making 
sure that no one other than the offender is threatened. Thus, everyone goes about his 
life in peace and security. 


The second reason for executing an offender is to prevent the spread of immorality 
which threatens the life of the community, as we have already explained. 


The third justification seeks to repel spiritual corruption which leads to chaos 
within the Muslim community, threatens its peace and security and destroys the 
system God has chosen for it. The one who rebels, renouncing his faith and 
abandoning his community condemns himself by his own action. He adopted Islam 
by choice, under no compulsion, and became a member of the community, aware of 
its secrets. Hence, when he abandoned it, his action constituted a threat to it. Had he 
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remained a non-Muslim, no one would have compelled him to adopt Islam. Indeed 
Islam would have ensured that he remained safe and secure if he belonged to 
another divine religion, or that he was protected and given safe conduct to reach his 
own community if he was a pagan. This represents complete fairness with those who 
belong to any faith other than Islam. 


“Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice.” 
(Verse 33) These are the only three reasons which justify capital punishment in 
Islamic law. Otherwise any killing is considered wrongful, bringing other provisions 
of Islamic law into operation: “If anyone is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir 
authority [to seek just retribution]. He [i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in 
[retributive] killing. He is given help.” (Verse 33) Thus wrongful killing gives the 
victim's heir, or his next of kin, an authority to seek the implementation of the law of 
just retribution. It is up to the next of kin to demand that the killer pays with his life 
for his crime, or to spare his life in return for the payment of blood money, or to 
forgive the offender altogether, demanding no compensation. This authority over the 
killer is given to the victim’s next of kin because he is in possession of the killer’s 
blood, as it were. 


In return for this authority, Islam prohibits the victim’s relatives from going too 
far in exercising their authority. This may take the form of exceeding their limits, 
killing others in addition to the actual killer of their relative. This is the way 
vengeance killing works in non-Islamic communities where the killer’s close relatives 
may be murdered in revenge. They may be free of all guilt, but they are killed simply 
because they are relatives of the first killer. Another aspect of exceeding one’s limits 
is to disfigure the killer when his life is taken in just retribution. The victim’s next of 
kin may insist on the killer being executed, but he has no justification to resort to 
disfigurement, which is totally prohibited in Islam. 


“He [1.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. He is given 
help.” (Verse 33) That help is given in the fact that God’s law judges in his favour and 
the ruling authorities ensure that justice is done. Hence, he is required to remain 
within the confines of justice so that he receives the help he needs in order to obtain 
what rightfully belongs to him. 


Giving the next of kin of a murder victim authority to exact just retribution, and 
assuring him of the help of the law and the authorities, constitutes a fair response to 
the demands of human nature. Relatives may be highly agitated, and even blinded 
by their desire for revenge. In their anger they may lash out against the innocent. But 
when they realize that God has given them authority to exact just retribution, and 
that they may demand that the killer should pay with his life for his crime, and that 
the ruler is required to help them achieve justice, they may well be pacified. This 
makes it easier for them to stop at the proper legal limits in this case. They are 
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assured of justice. 


It is inappropriate to require people to go beyond their nature so as to stifle their 
burning desire for revenge. Islam acknowledges this fact and meets the demands of 
human nature in a way which ensures safety for the individual and the community. 
It does not try to impose forgiveness and reconciliation by force. Indeed it urges such 
forgiveness and clearly makes it the better option, assigning rich reward for 
forgiveness but only after it states legal rights. Thus the relatives of a murdered 
person may seek punishment of the killer, or they may pardon him. That they have 
the option is more likely to encourage them to forgive. To try to force forgiveness 
could be counterproductive. It could even make them more violent in seeking 
retribution. 


Perfect Honesty 


Having completed its instructions concerning the sanctity of people’s honour and 
life, the surah tackles the question of orphans’ property and the requirement of 
fulfilling one’s promises and pledges towards them: 


Do not come near the property of an orphan before he comes of age, except with the 
best of intentions. Be true to all your promises, for you will be called to account for all 
that you promise. (Verse 34) 


Islam makes it clear that a Muslim’s life, honour and property are to be protected 
and preserved. The Prophet says: “Everything that belongs to a Muslim is forbidden 
to be taken away by another: his blood, honour and property.” [Related by al- 
Bukhari, Muslim, Malik and Aba Dawtd and al-Tirmidhi] The szrah, however, 
makes a special case concerning the property of an orphan, ensuring its full 
protection. It forbids the mere coming near it except for what is best for the orphan. 
That is because an orphan is too weak to manage his property or defend it against 
assault. Hence, the Muslim community is required to take proper care of the orphan 
and his property until he comes of age and is able to take care of his own affairs. 


An important point to be noted in connection with all these instructions is that 
matters which an individual needs to implement in person, as an individual, are 
phrased in the singular form. By contrast, the instructions that are addressed to the 
Muslim community are given in the plural. Thus we see that orders to be kind to 
parents, to be charitable to relatives, the needy and stranded travellers, and to refrain 
from extravagance, maintain a middle way between being tight-fisted and 
spendthrift, to ascertain the truth in every situation and refrain from showing 
arrogance and conceit, are all given in the singular form. This is due to the fact that 
responsibility in these areas is shouldered by the individual. On the other hand, the 
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plural form is used to express the instructions prohibiting the killing of children, 
adultery, and homicide, and those concerning the protection of an orphan’s property, 
honouring promises and pledges, and giving fair weight and measure, because these 
concern the community as a whole. 


Here we see that the order not to come near the property of an orphan, except 
with the best of intentions, is given in the plural in order to make the whole 
community responsible for the protection of orphans and their property. It is then a 
collective responsibility. 


Looking after an orphan’s property is an act of trust which constitutes a pledge by 
the whole community. Hence, it is followed with an order to honour all promises 
and pledges: “Be true to all your promises, for you will be called to account for all that you 
promise.” (Verse 34) God will certainly question people about their promises and will 
hold to account anyone who is in breach of any trust or pledge. Islam attaches great 
importance to the fulfilment of promises and pledges and to being true to one’s trust 
because this is the essence of honesty and integrity, both personal and social. In fact, 
fulfilment of promises and honouring trust is mentioned in various ways and forms 
in the Qur'an and hadith, both with regard to pledges given to people or to God, by 
the individual, community or state, ruler or ruled. In practice, Islam has set an 
example for such fulfilment which humanity has never seen except under Islamic 
rule. 


Just Weight and Measure 


The code of conduct the surah outlines also speaks about fairness in commercial 
dealings: 


And give full measure whenever you measure, and weigh with accurate scales. That is 
fair, and best in the end. (Verse 35) 


The relevance of fulfilling promises and giving fair and full measure and weight is 
readily apparent, both in meaning and expression. This makes the progress from one 
to the other easy and smooth. To be fair in transactions and to give full weight and 
measure are actions which mark honest dealing and good faith. Thus internal 
dealings within the community are set on the right footing which promotes trust and 
honesty, and ensures blessings all round: “That is fair, and best in the end.” (Verse 35) It 
is good in this life as it maintains fairness, and better in the hereafter as it ensures 
good reward. 


The Prophet (peace be upon him) said: “Anyone who is able to secure unlawful 
gain yet abandons this for no reason other than fearing God will certainly receive 
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from God what is better than such gain here in this life, before they receive their 
reward in the life to come.” 


Giving in to greed and stinginess in weight and measure betrays meanness and 
dishonesty which destroys trust within the community. It leads to poor trading, and 
a lack of blessings and trust in the community. This is bound to have repercussions 
on individuals who find themselves losers after they had thought to gain through 
selling people short. Whatever gain they may make is superficial and short- lived. 
Stagnation of trade, which is a by-product of such stinting, is certain to show its 
effects on individuals. 


This is a fact, recognized by far-sighted business people. They maintain honesty as 
a business principle not because of any ethical, moral or religious motive, but 
because they see from practical experience that it delivers much better gain. Thus one 
person may be fair in business and give full weight and measure for practical and 
trade reasons while another does the same as part of implementing his religious 
convictions. The difference between the two is that the latter gets all the benefits 
received by the former in addition to maintaining a clear conscience and looking 
towards higher horizons. He benefits by a much broader vision of life. This clearly 
shows that Islam fulfils the objectives of practical life while building its wider 
concepts and happier environment. 


Accountability for All Actions 


A basic characteristic of the Islamic faith is that it is straightforward, clear and 
transparent. Nothing is permitted on the basis of suspicion, myth or unsubstantiated 
impression: 


Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge. Man’s ears, eyes and heart shall 
all be called to account. (Verse 36) 


These few words establish a complete method for the human mind and heart, 
incorporating the scientific approach that humanity has begun to apply only 
recently. It adds, however, honesty and fear of God. This is an advantage Islam adds 
over cold rational approaches that are devoid of spirituality. 


Making certain of every report, action or situation before passing a judgement 
concerning it is the essence of the Qur’anic approach. When hearts and minds 
faithfully follow this approach, there remains no room for superstition in matters of 
faith, or for suspicion in legal affairs. What is more is that there is no room for 
theoretical assumptions or superficial conclusions in science and research. 


Scientific integrity which, in modern times, people unreservedly praise is no more 
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than the conscientious integrity which the Qur’an establishes as a requirement to be 
accounted for. The Qur’an makes everyone responsible and accountable for their 
hearing, seeing and feelings in front of God who has given them their ears, eyes and 
hearts. This is the integrity and honesty of senses, heart and mind. Man is 
accountable for all these and the organs themselves will be questioned about their 
actions on the Day of Judgement. When we consider the magnitude of this 
responsibility, we are overwhelmed because it applies to every word we say and 
every judgement we make. 


“Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge.” (Verse 36) Certain knowledge 
must be the only basis for judgement or conviction. Whatever is not certain must 
never constitute such a basis. In an authentic hadith, the Prophet is quoted as saying: 
“Refrain from assumption, for assumption is the basis of the worst lies.” Another 
hadith related by Aba Dawid quotes the Prophet as saying: “It is indeed a bad 
practice for a man to always begin his statements with, ‘it is claimed.” In another 
hadith the Prophet said: “The worst falsehood is that a man makes his eyes see what 
they have not seen.” 


Thus we see how Qur’anic verses and aladith combine to establish such a complete 
and integrated system which requires the mind to make certain of its grounds for 
any judgement it makes. But Islam does not stop at this. It also requires the heart to 
make sure of its basis for whatever thoughts or feelings it entertains. Thus people 
must ascertain every detail, circumstance and factor before making any judgement or 
arriving at any conclusion. This is a practical fulfilment of the Qur’anic statement 
made earlier in this surah: “Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most 
upright.” (Verse 9) 


These orders and instructions that are closely linked to the faith based on God’s 
oneness are concluded with an order prohibiting conceit and arrogance: “Do not walk 
on earth with an air of self-conceit; for you cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can you rival 
the mountains in height.” (Verse 37) When man is devoid of belief in God, the Creator 
who has power over all creation, he may feel himself too powerful or admirable on 
account of his wealth, power or beauty. If only he remembers that whatever blessing 
he enjoys is granted to him by God and that he is powerless in front of God, he will 
see how misplaced his conceit is and so refrain from such arrogance. 


The Qur’an puts the conceited and arrogant face to face with their humbleness and 
powerlessness: “You cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can you rival the mountains in 
height.” (Verse 37) Physically man is small and insignificant, particularly when 
compared to giant creation. But he is strong when he relies on God’s power, 
honourable with His honour, and noble with His spirit which God has breathed into 
him. God has given man all this so that he always remembers and remains conscious 
of Him. 
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Such humility which the Qur'an calls upon people to adopt, decrying at the same 
time all types of conceit, is a mark of maintaining proper relations with God and 
one’s fellow human beings, and a proper personal and social attitude. No one 
abandons such good manners except the petty and the conceited. Such people are 
disliked by God because they overlook His favours which they enjoy, and are hated 
by human beings for their arrogance. The Prophet is reported to have said: “Whoever 
maintains humility for God’s sake, God will elevate him. Thus he looks humbly at 
himself but people look at him with respect. By contrast, God humiliates an arrogant 
person so as he rates himself highly while people look down upon him. Indeed he 
may be more disliked by people than a dog or a pig.”4 


As we have seen, these instructions are mainly concerned with prohibiting evil 
action and improper behaviour. Their outline concludes with declaring God’s 
disapproval of them: “All this is evil; odious in your Lord’s sight.” (Verse 38) This serves 
as a summary and reminder that commandments are issued by God alone. The 
reason for prohibition is God's dislike of such evil. No mention is made here of good 
matters which Islam orders to be practised or maintained. It is the prohibitions that 
are outlined in this code of conduct which the surah gives in detail. 


This outline of the Islamic code of conduct is brought to an end by showing its 
details again linked to faith in God’s oneness, which was also stated at the outset of 
this passage. This is coupled with a warning against associating partners with God. 
Furthermore, we are told that this code is only a part of the wisdom to which the 
Qur’an guides people: “These [injunctions] are but a part of the wisdom with which your 
Lord has inspired you. Do not set up any deity alongside God, lest you should be cast into 
hell, blamed and rejected.” (Verse 39) 


Thus the ending is akin to the opening, with both emphasizing the basis on which 
Islam builds its structure for human life, namely, the concept of God’s oneness. For it 
is to God that all worship should be addressed. 


4 This hadith is cited by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on the Qur’an. 
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God: The One and 
Glorious 


Has your Lord distinguished you by [giving you] 
sons and taken for Himself daughters from 
among the angels? That which you utter is indeed 
an enormuty. (40) 


We have certainly explained things in various 
ways in this Ouran, so that they may take it to 
heart, but it only increases their aversion. (41) 


Say: Tf there were other deities alongside Him, as 
some people assert, they would have to seek a way 
to the Lord of the Throne.’ (42) 


Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely 
exalted is He above everything they may say 
[about Him]. (43) 


The seven heavens extol Has hitless glory, as 
does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed 
every singh thing extols Fis glory and praise, but 
you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed 


Forbearing, Much Forgiving. (44) 
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When you read the Ouran, We place an 
invisible barner between you and those who do not 
believe in the life to come. (45) 


We cast a veil over ther hearts which makes 
them unable to grasp its meaning, and their ears 
We make deaf. And so, when you mention your 
Lord in the Quran as the One and only God, 
they turn their backs in aversion. (46) 


We are full aware of what they are kstening for 
when they listen to you, and what they say when 
they speak to each other in private. The 
wrongdoers say: The man you follow 7s certainly 
bewitched.’ (47) 


See to what they tken you. They have certamly 
gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to 
the truth]. (48) 


They say: When we are bones and dust, shall we 
be raised to ie again as a new creation?’ (49) 


Say: Be you stones or iron, (50) 
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or some other form of creation which, to your 
minds, appears even harder [to bring to lye].’ 
They will say: Who ts it that will bring us back 
[to lie]? Say: He who created you the first tame.’ 
Thereupon they shake their heads [in desbehef] 
and ask: When will this be?’ Say: Tt may very 
well be near at hand. (51) 


On that day He will call you, and you will 
answer by praising Him, thinking that you 
stayed on earth but a very short while’ (52) 


Tell My servants that they should abvays say that 
which is best. Satan tries to sow chscord betyeen 
them. Satan is indeed man’s open foe. (53) 


Your Lord is fully aware of what you are. If He 
so wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and of 
He so wills, He will inflict punishment on_you. 

We have not sent you, Prophet, to be their 
guardian. (54) 


Your Lord 1s fully aware of all beings that are in 
the heavens and earth. Indeed We have exalted 
some of the Prophets above others, just as We 
gave the Psalms to David. (55) 
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Say: ‘Call on those whom you claim |to be gods] 
besides Him, but they have no power to remove 
any affliction from you, nor can they shift i.’ (56) 
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Overview 


The second passage of this surah, discussed in Chapter 2, starts and finishes with a 
strong emphasis on God’s oneness and the prohibition of associating any partners 
with Him. Within its two ends, it contains a number of orders, prohibitions and 
values that are all based on the central principle of God’s oneness. The present 
passage begins and ends with the denunciation of the very concept of assigning a son 
or a partner to God, explaining its absurdity. It states that the whole universe 
functions on the basis of believing in God as one, having no partners: “Indeed every 
single thing extols His glory and praise.” (Verse 44) It stresses the fact that all shall 
return to God in the life to come, and that God knows everything about all creatures 
in the heavens and earth. 


He is the One who controls the destinies of all His creatures, and no one has any 
say about it: “If He so wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if He so wills, He will 
inflict punishment on you.” (Verse 54) 


As the passage goes on, we see the fallacy of all beliefs based on associating 
partners with God, and we watch how they collapse. We also see that God is the One 
who controls everything in this universe, this life and the life to come, what is visible 
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to us and what we do not see. We realize that it all addresses its praises, sincere and 
devoted to God alone. In such praises all creatures and living things take part. 


All Glorify Him 


Has your Lord distinguished you by [giving you] sons and taken for Himself 
daughters from among the angels? That which you utter is indeed an enormity. 
(Verse 40) 


This question implies a sarcastic response to what the unbelievers used to do, as 
they described the angels as God’s daughters. God is indeed too exalted to take to 
Himself a son or a wife, and He is too sublime to have any partner or associate. The 
verse also ridicules the assigning of daughters to God, when the Arabs considered 
girls to be of lesser status than boys. They indeed killed their daughters for fear of 
poverty or shame. Nevertheless they considered angels to be female and made them 
God’s daughters. When it is God who gives life and gives everyone their sons and 
daughters, how come He favours them with the better sons and takes to Himself the 
inferior daughters! 


This is stated merely for argument’s sake, so as to make apparent the hollowness 
and fallacy of their claims. The whole issue is too bizarre to merit any discussion: 
“That which you utter is indeed an enormity.” (Verse 40) It is enormously odd, 
impudent, false and outlandish. 


“We have certainly explained things in various ways in this Qur’an, so that they may take 
it to heart, but it only increases their aversion.” (Verse 41) The Qur’an preaches the faith 
of God’s oneness, presenting it in a variety of ways, styles and methods, so that 
people may ‘take warning’. Indeed accepting the faith based on God’s oneness does 
not require more than a reminder and a reference to uncorrupted human nature. It 
only needs to reflect on the various signs presented in the universe. But they only 
grow in their aversion to this faith whenever they listen to the Qur’an. They show 
that they are averse to the faith the Qur’an preaches, and averse to the Qur’an itself, 
lest it clearly show the fallacy of their erroneous beliefs based on myth and 
superstition. 


Here also the surah goes part of the way with them to make its argument about 
their alleged deities. It states that had such deities existed, they themselves would 
have tried to get closer to God and believe in Him: “Say: If there were other deities 
alongside Him, as some people assert, they would have to seek a way to the Lord of the 
Throne.”’ (Verse 42) As linguists tell us, the construction of the sentence means that 
the whole supposition is false. There are no deities alongside God. What they claim 
to be their gods are no more than some of His creatures, be they stars, human beings, 
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animals, plants and trees or other inanimate objects. All these turn to God, 
submitting themselves to His will, in accordance with the law of nature. They find 
their way to God through their obedience to His will and His laws: “They would have 
to seek a way to the Lord of the Throne.” (Verse 42) 


Mention of the Throne here indicates God’s clear exaltation above all creatures, 
including those they claim to be deities alongside Him. They are below His Throne, 
which means that they cannot be ‘with Him’. This is followed by a clear statement 
glorifying God: “Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted is He above everything 
they may say [about Him].” (Verse 43) 


The surah then portrays the whole universe, with all creatures living in it, under 
God’s Throne. They all turn to God glorifying Him: “The seven heavens extol His 
limitless glory, as does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols 
His glory and praise, but you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, 
Much Forgiving.” (Verse 44) Every single particle in this vast universe shares in this 
glorification. Indeed it comes alive as it praises God and glorifies Him. The scene 
shows the whole universe full of life and activity, sharing in a single action, 
addressing God in His exalted nature in a glorification that implies submission to His 
will and acknowledgement of His authority over everything. 


Deaf Ears, Sealed Hearts 


It is a powerful and majestic scene in which we see every stone, large and small, 
every seed and leaf, every flower and fruit, every little shoot and every tree, every 
insect and reptile, every animal and human being, every creature that walks the 
earth, swims in the water or floats in the air, in short, all creatures in the whole 
universe glorifying God and turning to Him in submission. We are filled with awe as 
we sense that everything that comes within our vision or stays beyond it comes alive. 
“Whenever we stretch our hands out to touch something, and whenever we put our 
feet to step over something, we feel that it is alive, glorifying God. 


“Indeed every single thing extols His glory and praise,” in its own way and language. 
“But you [human beings] cannot understand their praises.” (Verse 44) Human beings are 
limited by their own constitution which has a clay origin. This debars them from 
understanding the praises of other creatures. Had they listened with their hearts, 
directing them to appreciate the subtle laws that operate in the universe and make 
everything, large or small, turn to the Creator of all, they would have appreciated 
something of that praise. When human souls are purified and when they hearken to 
every animate and inanimate object as it addresses its glorification to God alone, they 
are better prepared to be in contact with the Supreme Society. They are better able to 
understand the secrets of the universe than those who limit themselves to the 
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material world. 


“He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” (Verse 44) These attributes of God are 
mentioned here because of what seems clear of people’s failing in their duties 
towards Him. Compared with this great show of submission to God in the whole 
universe, human beings seem to be in a singular position. Some associate partners 
with God, while others allege that He has daughters, and still others remain 
oblivious of their duty to praise and glorify Him. In fact human beings should have 
been the first among all creatures to acknowledge God, declare their submission to 
Him and extol His praises. Had it not been for God’s forbearance and forgiveness, 
He would have hastened their punishment. But He allows them time, reminds and 
admonishes them because “He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.’ 


The leaders of the Quraysh, the Prophet’s own tribesmen who rejected his call, 
tried hard to prevent their hearts and souls from responding positively to the truth of 
the Qur’an. As a result, God raised an invisible curtain between them and the 
Prophet, and placed coverings on their hearts preventing them from understanding 
it. Their ears were in a state similar to deafness, which meant that they could not 
understand its message. 


When you read the Qur’an, We place an invisible barrier between you and those who 
do not believe in the life to come. We cast a veil over their hearts which makes them 
unable to grasp its meaning, and their ears We make deaf. And so, when you mention 
your Lord in the Qur’an as the One and only God, they turn their backs in aversion. 
We are fully aware of what they are listening for when they listen to you, and what 
they say when they speak to each other in private. The wrongdoers say: “The man you 
follow is certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone 
astray and are unable to find a way back [to the truth]. (Verses 45-48) 


One report states that the elders of the Quraysh issued a general order telling 
everyone not to listen to the Qur’an when they heard it being recited by Muslims. 
But the Qur’an had its attraction even to the most outspoken enemies of Islam. 
Protected by the cover of darkness, three of those elders, Abt Jahl, Aba Sufyan and 
al-Akhnas ibn Shariq sat just outside the Prophet’s house, listening to the Qur’an 
being recited from inside. Every one of them was on his own, thinking that no one 
would know about his action. As the day began to break, each took his way home, so 
that no one would find out. Soon, the three of them met. There was only one reason 
for their presence there at that particular time. Therefore they counselled each other 
against such action: “Should some of your followers see you,” one of them said, “you 
would stir doubts in their minds.” 


The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break of 
day. Again they counselled each other against their ‘irresponsible’ action. 
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Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s home 
and listen to the Qur’an. When they met in the morning, they were ashamed of 
themselves. One suggested that they should each give their word of honour not to 
return. This they did before going home. 


Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Shariq went to see Abu Sufyan at his home. He 
asked him what he thought about what he had heard Muhammad reciting. Aba 
Sufyan said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I also heard 
things whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he felt the same. He 
then left and went to Abt Jahl’s home to put the same question to him. Abu Jahl’s 
answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest with himself and 
his interlocutor: “T will tell you about what I heard! We have competed with the clan 
of “Abd Manaf for honours: they fed the poor, and we did the same; they provided 
generous support to those who needed it and we did the same. When we were 
together on the same level, like two racehorses running neck and neck, they said that 
one of their number was a Prophet receiving revelations from on high! When can we 
attain such an honour? By God, we shall never believe in him.” 


It is abundantly clear then that these three elders were touched by the Qur'an, 
their souls attracted to its message, but they deliberately sealed their hearts to it. As a 
result, God placed between them and His Messenger a secret seal that could not be 
seen with the human eye, yet it is felt by the heart. Its effect was to ensure that they 
would not benefit by the presence of God’s Messenger among them and would not 
be guided by the Qur’an he recited. Thus, they would speak to each other about the 
beauty and the truth of the Qur’an but would pledge not to listen to it again. They 
might feel its power again and go out to listen to it anew, but they would remain 
determined to oppose it, and pledge a word of honour to stop listening to the Qur’an 
and its message that addresses both mind and heart. They felt that the message of 
God’s oneness, which is the central message of the Qur’an, threatened their interests, 
privileges and pride: “And so, when you mention your Lord in the Qur’an as the One and 
only God, they turn their backs in aversion.” (Verse 46) 


They were averse to the very principle of God’s oneness because they felt that it 
threatened their social position based on the myths that prevailed in those dark ages. 
In fact, the elders of the Quraysh were too intelligent not to realize the hollow nature 
of their beliefs as compared with the profound faith of Islam. They could easily 
appreciate the superb nature of the Qur’an. Indeed their very nature motivated them 
to listen to it, but their pride caused them to take a hostile attitude to it. Thus they 
even fabricated allegations against the Prophet to justify their opposition: “The 
wrongdoers say: “The man you follow is certainly bewitched.” (Verse 47) 


Their very words carried an implicit recognition of the nature of the Qur’an. They 
realized deep inside that the Qur’an was far too superior to be the word of a human 


139 


AlIsra’ (The Night Journey) | GOD: THE ONE AND GLORIOUS 


being. They felt that its superiority transcended the realm of human beings. They 
also felt that it penetrated their own feelings. Hence, they alleged that it was the 
word of a sorcerer. Thus they claimed that Muhammad was not speaking for himself, 
but by the power of magic. Had they been fair to him and to themselves, they would 
have acknowledged its divine nature. Indeed no human being and no other creature 
could have produced anything like the Qur'an. 


“See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone astray and are unable to find a way 
back [to the truth].” (Verse 48) They likened the Prophet to those who are bewitched 
when he was nothing like them. He was simply a Messenger chosen by God. As they 
made this analogy, they went astray. They could find no way ahead. They could not 
even justify their suspicions. 


Bringing the Dead Back to Life 


Such was what they said about the Qur’an and the Messenger who recited it. They 
also denied resurrection and the life to come: 


They say: ‘When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new 
creation?’ Say: “Be you stones or iron, or some other form of creation which, to your 
minds, appears even harder [to bring to life]. “They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring 
us back [to life]?’ Say: “He who created you the first time.’ Thereupon they shake their 
heads [in disbelief] and ask: ‘When will this be?’ Say: ‘It may very well be near at 
hand. On that day He will call you, and you will answer by praising Him, thinking 
that you stayed on earth but a very short while.’ (Verses 49-52) 


The concept of resurrection was the subject of a long controversy between the 
Prophet and the unbelievers. The Qur’an relates much of this argument. Yet the 
whole issue is very clear and simple for anyone who contemplates the nature of life 
and death, resurrection and the gathering of all creation. The Qur’an explains it in 
full on various occasions. Yet people could not take it in its simple and clear nature. 
They could not imagine how a person could be brought back to life after the body 
had decomposed: “They say: ‘When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again 
as a new creation?” (Verse 49) 


They simply did not reflect on the fact that there was a time when they were not 
alive, yet they were brought to life. Nor did they appreciate that the second 
origination is simpler than the first. They did not fully understand that, as far as God 
is concerned, nothing can be described as ‘easier’ or ‘more difficult’. Nor did they 
appreciate that the method of creation is the same in all cases. It is just that God 
issues His command for any creature to ‘Be’, and it comes into existence 
immediately. It is immaterial whether people consider something to be easy or 
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difficult. When God wants it to happen, it will, without fail. 


The reply comes in the form of an instruction to the Prophet to say to them: “Be 
you stones or iron, or some other form of creation which, to your minds, appears even harder 
[to bring to life].” (Verses 50-51) The bones and dust may still have some traces or 
memory of life, but iron and stones seem even further away from life. Hence they are 
told to be stones or iron or any other form that cannot ever be associated with life. 
Even if they are made of material that is least imagined to have life, God will bring 
them alive. They naturally cannot make themselves stones or iron or some other form 
of creation. This is given only by way of a challenge and reproach. Stones and iron 
have no feelings and cannot be inspired or influenced. This sounds as an implicit 
reference to their hardened nature. 


“They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring us back [to life]?” (Verse 51) Who is it that 
brings bones and dust, or even more lifeless objects, back to life? ‘Say: ‘He who created 
you the first time.” (Verse 51) The answer puts the whole question into its proper 
perspective, which is both simple and direct. The One who originated them the first 
time is able to bring them back to life. Yet this reply is ignored: “Thereupon they shake 
their heads [in disbelief’.” (Verse 51) They simply shake their heads in disapproval, or 
even in ridicule. They try to make this sound too far fetched by asking: “When will 
this be?” (Verse 51) The Prophet is told to reply: “It may very well be near at hand.” 
(Verse 51) The Prophet does not know its exact timing, but it may very well be nearer 
than they think. They should fear then lest it happen when they are engaged in such 
opposition and ridicule. 


The surah then paints a speedy image of what happens when that event takes 
place, as it will indeed do: “On that day He will call you, and you will answer by praising 
Him, thinking that you stayed on earth but a very short while.” (Verse 52) The image 
shows those people who were bent on denying the resurrection rising up to respond 
to the call that brings them back to life. As they do, they praise God in clear terms. 
They have nothing else to say apart from praising God. This is a strange response 
from those who were dogged in their denial of resurrection and the Day of 
Judgement altogether. They simply rise, saying nothing except: “Praised be God, 
praised be God.” Thus this whole life is shown to be very brief, like a flickering light: 
“You will answer by praising Him, thinking that you stayed on earth but a very short while.” 
(Verse 52) 


Describing this life in this way is sure to belittle its importance in the minds of 
those to whom this address is made. It is a very short life. Nothing of its effects is of a 
lasting nature. It is no more than a brief moment that has passed, accompanied by a 
brief enjoyment. 
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Man’s Open Enemy 


After it has described their attitude of ridiculing God’s promise and the Prophet’s 
message, the surah turns away from those who deny the life to come and 
resurrection. It has something to say about the believers, instructing the Prophet to 
direct them to say only what is best. They should always be in the habit of saying a 
good word: “Tell My servants that they should always say that which is best. Satan tries to 
sow discord between them. Satan is indeed man’s open foe.” (Verse 53) 


“Tell My servants that they should always say that which is best.” It is a general order 
that applies in all situations and positions. They should choose the best to say. In this 
way they will be able to spoil Satan’s attempts to undermine the bond of mutual love 
that exists between them. Indeed he always tries to sow the seeds of discord between 
them, helped by an impolite word said by one person, followed by a similarly rude 
answer by another. Thus the atmosphere of love and brotherhood is spoilt, only to be 
replaced by an air of alienation, estrangement and even hostility. A good word 
always helps to clear the air and heal grievances. 


“Satan is indeed man’s open foe.” (Verse 53) He tries to build on every slip of a 
person’s tongue to spread an air of alienation between brothers. Good words simply 
foil his attempts and protect the bond of brotherhood among all believers. 


The surah then returns to those unbelievers who responded to the call to rise on 
the Day of Judgement. All destiny is in God’s hands: He may forgive or punish. They 
will have to face God’s judgement. The Prophet is no more than a Messenger. He is 
not their protector against God’s will: “Your Lord is fully aware of what you are. If He so 
wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if so wills, He will inflict punishment on you. We 
have not sent you, Prophet, to be their guardian. Your Lord is fully aware of all beings that 
are in the heavens and earth.” (Verses 54-55) God’s knowledge is absolute. Whatever 
He may determine of punishment or forgiveness is based on His knowledge. The 
Prophet’s mission is completed when he has conveyed his message. God’s 
knowledge encompasses all that is in heaven and earth, including the angels, 
prophets, human beings and jinn, as well as other creatures which are known only to 
God. 


Competition to Be Closer to God 


It is on the basis of this knowledge that He has exalted some prophets over others 
as He states here: “Indeed We have exalted some of the prophets above others.” (Verse 55) 
God alone knows the reasons behind this preference. As for the practical aspects of 
such exaltation and preference, these were discussed in commenting on verse 253 of 
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Surah 2, which also mentions this exaltation.° 


“Justus We gave the Psalms to David.” (Verse 55) This is one example of what God 
may give to one of His prophets, and one of the aspects of exaltation. The fact is that 
revelation and scripture are more lasting than supernatural events that may be 
witnessed by only a handful of people. 


This passage, which begins with a definitive negation of the concept of God 
having a son or partner before calling on people to turn to God alone in all situations, 
concludes with a challenge to those who associate partners with God. The challenge 
is simply that they should call on those partners to remove any harm that befalls 
them, should God decide to punish them, or that they should divert His punishment 
to others: “Say: “Call on those whom you claim (to be gods] besides Him, but they have no 
power to remove any affliction from you, nor can they shift it.’” (Verse 56) No one can 
remove hardship or change its nature or recipient except God Himself. He alone is in 
control of the destinies of all creation. 


The surah tells them that those whom they claim to be deities, be they angels, jinn 
or human, are no more than forms of God’s creation. They all try to find their way to 
God’s pleasure, competing in this pursuit, fearing His punishment, which truly 
deserves to be feared: “Those whom they invoke strive to obtain their Lord’s favour, vying 
with each other to be near Him. They hope for His grace and dread His punishment. Indeed 
your Lord’s punishment is something to beware of” (Verse 57) 


Some of them claimed that Ezra was the son of God, while others attributed this 
position to Jesus Christ and worshipped him. Others claimed that the angels were 
God’s daughters and worshipped them. Still others associated other creatures with 
God. To all of them the Qur’an says: even the closest to God of all those you invoke 
try hard to approach their Lord, the One God, and worship Him alone hoping to 
receive His grace and fearing His punishment. Indeed His punishment is severe and 
it should be feared. Thus, it behoves you well to turn to God, as do those you claim 
to be deities. 


The passage, then, ends on the same note on which it began, illustrating the 
hollow nature of polytheistic beliefs and showing clearly that God is the only Lord in 
the universe. Human beings should turn to Him alone with their appeals and 
worship. 


5 Volume I, pp. 331-338. 
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Honour Granted to 
Mankind 


There is no community but We shall destroy or 
severely punish before the Day of Resurrection. 
That is laid down in Our decree. (58) 


Nothing hinders Us from sending miraculous 
signs except that the people of former times treated 
them as false. To the Thamud We gave the she- 
camel as a sign to open their eyes, but they did 
wrong in respect of her. We never send signs for 
any purpose other than to give warning, (59) 


We said to you that your Lord encompasses all 
mankind. We have made the vision which We 
have shown you, as also the tree cursed in this 
Quran, only a tral for peopk. We seek to put 
fear in their hearts, but it only increases their gross 
transgression. (60) 
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When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves 
before Adam,’ they all prostrated themselves; but 
not so Iblis. He said, ‘Am I to bow down before 
one whom You have created out of clay?’ (61) 


And he added: You see this being whom You 
have exalted above me! Indeed, if You will gwe 
me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall 
bring his descendants, all but a few, under ney 
sway.’ (62) 


[God] said: Begone! As for those of them who 
follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a 
most ample recompense. (03) 


Entice with your voice such of them as you can. 
Muster against them all your cavalry and your 
infantry, and share with them wealth and 
ofspring, and promise them [what you nll] — 
indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing 
but a means of deception. (64) 


But over My servants you shall have no power. 
Your Lord is suffiaent as a Guardian.’ (65) 


Your Lord is He who makes ships go smoothly 
through the sea, so that you may go about in 
quest of His bounty. He is indeed Most 
Meraful to you. (66) 
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And when you are in distress at sea, all those 
you may call upon to help you will forsake 
you, except Him. Yet when He has brought 
you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, 
bereft of all gratitude is man! (67) 


Can you feel so sure that He will not ket a tract of 
the land cave in beneath you, or let loose against 
you a deadly stormnind? You will not find 
then anyone to protect you. (68) 


Or can you feel so sure that He will not let you 
20 back to sea again, and then let loose against 
you a violent tempest to drown you for your 
ingratitude? You shall not find then anyone to 
help you against Us. (69) 


We have indeed honoured the children of Adam, 
and borne them over land and sea, and provided 
for them sustenance out of the good things of lyfe, 
and favoured them far above many of Our 
creatures. (70) 


One day We shall summon every community by 
ther leaders. Those who are given their records in 
ther right hands will read their records. None 
shall be wronged by as much as a hairs breadth. 


(71) 
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But whoever is blind in this world will be even 
more blind in the lie to come, and still further 
astray from the path of truth. (72) 


Overview 


The passage discussed in Chapter 3 concluded with a statement making clear that 
God alone is the One who determines the destiny of all His creatures. He bestows 
His grace on them or punishes them as He pleases. The deities they worship beside 
Him have no power to remove harm from them or to shift it to others. They are 
powerless. 


The present passage speaks about the ultimate destiny of all mankind, as it is 
determined by God’s justice. All cities and communities will suffer death before the 
Day of Judgement, although some may suffer a doom of some sort should they incur 
something that deserves God’s punishment. Thus, every living creature will have 
come to its life’s end, either by natural death or by destruction. 


Within the context of the destruction suffered by some communities, the surah 
mentions the miracles accomplished at the hands of earlier messengers ahead of such 
destruction. This was the case prior to the message of the Prophet Muhammad 
(peace be upon him). Such miracles and supernatural events were excluded with the 
advent of this final message. The law that applied to earlier communities meant that 
they suffered inevitable doom and destruction when they denied the truth after 
having received such miracles. But complete destruction was, by God’s grace, not to 
be visited on the Muslim community. Therefore, the Prophet Muhammad was not 
given any material miracle. Such miracles were given to strike the fear of God into 
the hearts of earlier communities. 


God also held people’s hands away from the Prophet, meaning that they could not 
kill him. He showed him some of His true signs on his night journey, which was a 
form of test for people. It was not meant as a supernatural event as those shown to 
earlier communities. All people are warned against being made to eat of the cursed 
tree, which the Prophet saw with his own eyes, coming out of the heart of hell, but 
such warnings only hardened them in their transgression. This demonstrates that 
had they been shown any miracles, these would only have further hardened their 
deviant stance. 


At this point in the surah reference is made to the story of Adam and Satan, and 
God’s permission to the latter to try to seduce human beings away from the right 
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path, except for the God-fearing among them. Thus the surah explains the true 
reasons which lead people away from the truth into unbelief. They are unwilling to 
reflect on the signs pointing to the truth. Our emotions are touched here however as 
the surah mentions God's blessings bestowed on people, while they continue to deny 
God and His grace except when they find themselves in desperate situations. When 
they are in heavy seas, they appeal to God to save them. When they are safe on land, 
they turn away. Yet God is able to smite them on land and sea alike. Indeed God has 
honoured human beings and favoured them with grace that He does not bestow on 
other creatures, but people neither reflect nor show gratitude. 


The passage concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement, when people will 
have the reward for their deeds. None will be saved unless his actions in this life 
ensure his safety. 


Clear Warnings, Increased Transgression 


There is no community but We shall destroy or severely punish before the Day of 
Resurrection. That is laid down in Our decree. (Verse 58) 


God has determined that the Day of Judgement will take place when the face of 
the earth is devoid of all life. Every living thing will have died before that promised 
day falls due. God has also determined that some communities will be made to suffer 
punishment for the sins they commit. This is part of God’s knowledge which admits 
no uncertainty. God knows the future in the same way as He knows the present. 
Indeed what has taken place in the past and what will take place in the future are 
equally known to God. 


Miraculous events took place in the past in order to endorse the messages 
preached by God’s messengers, and to warn people against rejecting them. Such 
rejection ensured that the whole community was punished. Yet only those whose 
hearts and minds were receptive to the message of the truth declared their belief. 
Those with hardened hearts denied God’s messages and the miraculous events that 
took place during their time. Hence the final message was not accompanied by any 
such preternatural event: “Nothing hinders Us from sending miraculous signs except that 
the people of former times treated them as false. To the Thamud We gave the she-camel as a 
sign to open their eyes, but they did wrong in respect of her. We never send signs for any 
purpose other than to give warning.” (Verse 59) 


Islam has one miracle to prove its truth. That is the Qur'an. It is a book that maps a 
whole system of life, addressing both the mind and heart and meeting all the needs 
of human nature. It remains open to all generations to read and to believe in. It is 
valid for all time. A physical miracle is given to one generation, and its effects are 
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limited to those who witness it. Yet the majority of those who witnessed such 
physical miracles did not believe in them. The example given here is that of the 
Thamtid who were given the miracle they sought. It came in the shape of a she- 
camel. Yet they transgressed and slaughtered the she-camel. Hence, God’s warning 
came to pass and they were destroyed as a result of their denials that continued even 
after this clear, miraculous sign had been given them. All such signs were given by 
way of warning. They heralded the inevitable punishment, a punishment that was 
bound to be inflicted should rejection of the message continue. 


Past history being such, it was necessary that the final message should not be 
accompanied by any physical miracle. This message is not meant for one generation; 
it is addressed to all future generations. It is a message that addresses the human 
mind with all its receptive faculties. It respects man’s intellect and power of 
understanding. 


The preternatural events that took place at the time of the Prophet, or happened to 
him, such as that of his night journey, were not meant as proof of his message. These 
were given as a test for his people. 


We said to you that your Lord encompasses all mankind. We have made the vision 
which We have shown you, as also the tree cursed in this Qur’an, only a trial for 
people. We seek to put fear in their hearts, but it only increases their gross 
transgression. (Verse 60) 


Some of those who believed in the message preached by the Prophet Muhammad 
(peace be upon him) reverted to unbelief after he told them about his night journey. 
Others, however, became firmer than ever in their belief. Hence, it is true that what 
God showed His Messenger on that night was meant as ‘a trial for men’, so that they 
would reaffirm their faith. The Prophet is reminded that God encompasses all 
mankind. This was given to him as a promise from God, assuring him of ultimate 
victory. In the meantime, God would protect him against any evil scheme they might 
devise against him. He would come to no harm at their hands. 


The Prophet told his people of God’s promise and what he had seen in his true 
vision. This included the tree of zaqqum which grows in hell. It is a tree which God 
cites as a warning to unbelievers. However, they continued to deny the message and 
whatever the Prophet said. Abu Jahl, the arch-enemy of Islam even ridiculed the tree, 
playing on the sense given by its name. He asked for dates and butter and mixed 
them together and ate them. He said to those around: “Come and eat. This is the only 
zaqqum we know.” 


Of what use could any miraculous event be with such people, had it constituted 
proof of the Prophet’s message, as was the case with some messengers before him? 
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The whole event of his night journey and the warning about the tree of hell only 
caused them to become more insolent and to transgress even further. 


God had not pre-determined to destroy them. Hence, He did not give them a 
physical miracle. It was His will to destroy those who continued to reject the truth of 
His message after they had been given miraculous evidence confirming it. The Arabs 
of the Quraysh were given more time. They were not subjected to the same fate that 
befell the peoples of Noah, Hud, Salih, Lot and Shu*ayb. Some of those who rejected 
the message of the Qur’an at first subsequently changed their mind, believed in Islam 
and were among its true servants. Others who died as unbelievers were the fathers of 
good believers. The Qur’an — the miracle of Islam — continued to be a book open to 
future generations just like it was open to the generation of the Prophet's 
Companions. People who did not see the Prophet or his companions came to believe 
in it when they read it or heard it being read. It remains open to all future 
generations, a guide for many who are not yet born. Some future believers in the 
Qur’an may be even stronger in faith and better servants of Islam than many in past 
generations. 


An Ever-Raging Battle 


The vision the Prophet was shown included a complete world that he had not 
known before. The verse that refers to this vision also mentions the accursed tree 
which provides the food eaten in hell by those who follow Satan. The surah follows 
this with an image in which we see the devil threatening to seduce human beings. 


When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
themselves; but not so Iblis. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You have 
created out of clay?’ And he added: ‘You see this being whom You have exalted above 
me! Indeed, if You will give me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall bring his 
descendants, all but a few, under my sway’ [God] said: Begone! As for those of them 
who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample recompense. 
Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all your cavalry 
and your infantry, and share with them wealth and offspring, and promise them [what 
you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but a means of 
deception. But over My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is sufficient as a 
Guardian." (Verses 61-65) 


Thus the real reason behind the attitude of those who go astray is revealed. This 
serves as a warning to mankind to be careful, lest they go astray. They see here Iblis, 
their enemy and the enemy of Adam, the father of all mankind, threatening to tempt 
them away from the truth. It is a determined effort on his part to lead them astray: 
“When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
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themselves; but not so Iblis. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You have created 
out of clay?’” (Verse 61) 


Here we see the envy that eats at Iblis’ heart. He states that Adam was created of 
clay, but omits the fact that God breathed of His soul in that clay. Iblis further speaks 
contemptuously of Adam’s weakness and his susceptibility to err. He says to God in 
an arrogant manner, “You see this being whom You have exalted above me!” (Verse 62) 
You have given this weak creature a position of honour. Yet, “if You will give me 
respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall bring his descendants, all but a few, under my 
sway.” (Verse 62) I will have power over them, and I will be able to direct their course 
and subject them to my power. 


Iblis here overlooks the fact that man is equally susceptible to goodness and 
following divine guidance as he is to evil and error. He chooses not to see man when 
he is elevated by God’s guidance, able to resist temptation and evil. He is unaware of 
this great, distinctive characteristic that places man above all creatures that follow a 
single route, having no element of choice. Indeed man’s position of distinction lies in 
his free-will and the exercise of his power of choice. 


It is God’s will that the advocate of evil, Satan, should have his respite to try to 
tempt mankind away from divine guidance. Hence, God says to him: “Begone! As for 
those of them who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample 
recompense.” (Verse 63) Go and do your utmost. If you try to tempt them, they have 
been given reason and will. They can follow you or reject your advances. Now 
anyone who follows you, preferring error to My guidance, ignoring the signs I have 
placed in the world around him, deserves the fate that he is bound to suffer in hell. 
Indeed, both Satan and his followers will have the same end: “Hell will be the 
recompense of you all, a most ample recompense.” (Verse 63) 


“Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all your cavalry 
and your infantry.” (Verse 64) This description seeks to magnify the means employed 
by Satan to encompass people and impose his power over their hearts and minds. 
We are looking here at a battle in which loud voices are heard, and horses and 
soldiers employed. A loud outcry irritates opponents and brings them out of their 
fortifications. They may thus fall into a trap, or find themselves facing a surprise 
attack. 


“And share with them wealth and offspring.” (Verse 64) This partnership is seen in 
certain false beliefs. The pagans used to assign a portion of their property to their 
false gods, or in effect to Satan himself, and they would also assign some of their 
offspring as a dedication to their deities. These were indeed dedicated to Satan by 
virtue of their being offered to idols. The same partnership is seen in every kind of 
illegitimate earning, and any money spent illegally, to buy what is forbidden. It is 
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also manifested in every child born in sin. The statement describes a partnership 
between Satan and his followers that includes wealth and offspring, the two main 
elements in this life. 


Iblis is given leave to employ all his devices, including tempting promises: “And 
promise them [what you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but a 
means of deception.” (Verse 64) Such promises include Satan’s assertions to man that 
he will escape God’s punishment and the promise of acquiring wealth or power 
through easy or dirty means. 


Perhaps the most tempting promise Satan makes is that of God’s forgiveness of 
sins. It is the point which Satan uses to attack those who will not respond to his 
temptation of open defiance of God's orders. With such people he employs a softer 
attitude trying to paint sin as very tempting, and promising people that they will be 
forgiven by God whose mercy is greater than all sin. 


While Satan has been given leave to try to seduce those who will listen to his 
promises, some people will not respond to him and he has no power over them. 
These have immunity against all his devices and can easily resist his power: “But over 
My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.” (Verse 65) 
When man’s heart is kept alive by his bond with God, and when man addresses his 
worship purely to God, he maintains the bond that will never be severed. His soul is 
brightened with the sublime light of heaven. Over the hearts and souls of such 
people Satan has no power. “Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.” (Verse 65) He 
protects them and renders Satan’s scheming futile. 


Ever since that day, Satan has been trying hard to make his word come true. He 
enslaves those who yield to his temptation, but those who address worship purely to 
God, the Most Merciful, are immune from his scheming. 


Aspects of God’s Favours 


Satan tries to inflict only evil on mankind, yet there are those who listen to his 
temptations and do his bidding, turning their backs on God’s guidance. God is 
always merciful to them, provides them with help, support and guidance, facilitates 
their living, saves them from harm, removes their distress and responds to them 
when they pray to Him to lift their suffering and hardship. Yet despite all this, they 
turn away, denying Him and the message He has sent them: 


Your Lord is He who makes ships go smoothly through the sea, so that you may go 
about in quest of His bounty. He is indeed most merciful to you. And when you are in 
distress at sea, all those you may call upon to help you will forsake you, except Him. 
Yet when He has brought you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, bereft of all 
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gratitude is man! (Verses 66-67) 


The surah portrays this scene of distress at sea by way of an example of hard times. 
At sea, people realize much more quickly and keenly that they cannot do without 
God’s help. Any boat or ship they use is no more than a little spot of wood or metal 
on the surface of an endless great sea. It is subject to the winds and currents that 
travel in different directions. They cling to life over this little spot, their vessel, which 
needs God's care more than anything else. 


It is an inspiring image, the effects of which come more readily to anyone who has 
experienced it. People remember how, in their fear and apprehension, their hearts 
turn only to God, no matter how large their vessel is. At times when the wind is very 
strong and in high seas, even huge liners, designed to cross the oceans with ease and 
comfort, look vulnerable, like a feather blown away by the wind. 


The Qur’an touches people’s hearts as it shows them that it is God’s hand that 
allows their ships to travel smoothly over the sea, so that they may seek God’s 
bounty. God is indeed Most Merciful to man. It is God’s grace that man’s heart seeks 
most in such a situation of helplessness. The surah then shows them the other 
extreme. After a smooth phase in their journey, they experience great turbulence in 
high seas. Enormous waves seem to carry their vessel and throw it around in every 
direction. They realize then that they have no real support and no saviour except 
God. They turn to Him in a sincere prayer, addressed to Him alone: “And when you 
are in distress at sea, all those you may call upon to help you will forsake you, except Him.” 
(Verse 67) 


But man remains the same. When the hardship is over and he feels himself steady, 
moving easily on dry land, the experience he suffered disappears gradually from his 
mind, and as a result he forgets God. He then allows his desire to get the better of 
him and overshadow the beckoning of his uncorrupted nature: “Yet when He has 
brought you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, bereft of all gratitude is man!” (Verse 
67) This applies to all people except those who maintain their strong bond with God. 
Their hearts continue to have the light of right guidance. 


At this point the surah makes a direct and emotional address to people’s 
consciences, depicting the danger they left at sea as though it were chasing them on 
land, or engulfing them again when they return to sea. It wants them to feel that 
safety and security can only be ascertained with God’s protection. It cannot be 
guaranteed at sea or on land, with easy waves and moderate wind, or with a 
comfortable home or fortified shelter: 


Can you feel so sure that He will not let a tract of the land cave in beneath you, or let 
loose against you a deadly stormwind? You will not find then anyone to protect you. 
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Or can you feel so sure that He will not let you go back to sea again, and then let loose 
against you a violent tempest to drown you for your ingratitude? You shall not find 
then anyone to help you against Us. (Verses 68-69) 


Human beings are subject to God’s will at every place and time, on land and at 
sea. How can they feel secure against His will? How can they feel secure that they 
will not be overwhelmed by an earthquake or volcanic eruption, or by any other 
natural phenomenon? All such phenomena operate by God’s will. He may send a 
volcanic explosion that overwhelms them with lava, rocks, mud and water. Thus 
they may be destroyed before they can receive any help from anyone. Or He may let 
them return to sea and then send a violent tempest or hurricane which overturns 
ships and destroys vessels. They will thus be drowned as a result of their rejection of 
the truth. There will be none to seek compensation for their drowning. 


How can they feel secure against any such event? Yet people easily overlook the 
stark facts that look them in the face. They easily reject God and deny Him, and this 
gives them a false sense of security. Yet when they experience hardship, they turn to 
Him alone. When He has saved them and removed their hardship, they forget Him, 
as though it were the last hardship they will ever experience. 


A Special Honour for Man 


God has honoured mankind, favouring the human race over many of His 
creatures. He honoured man when He created him in this particular fashion, giving 
him a nature that combines the characteristics of clay, from which he was made, and 
the spirit that was breathed into him. Thus he combines elements of heaven and 
earth in his constitution. God has also honoured man by placing in Op his nature 
such faculties that make him able to take charge of the earth, able to be active and 
make changes in it. Thus human beings initiate and produce new things, combine 
things together and analyse complex matters in order to elevate life to the highest 
standard attainable. 


God has also honoured man by making natural forces on earth subservient to his 
will and endeavour, and by making other natural forces operating in the universe 
helpful to him. A further aspect of the honour God has given man is seen in the 
reception given him when he was first created. It was a reception in which the angels 
prostrated themselves in a gesture of respect, because God Himself declared that 
man is to be honoured. Then there comes the additional honour when God states in 
His book, sent down from on high and which He guaranteed to remain intact for the 
rest of time, that man is given a position of honour. 


We have indeed honoured the children of Adam, and borne them over land and sea, 
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and provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life, and favoured them far 
above many of Our creatures. (Verse 70) 


“And borne them over land and sea.” This is accomplished by making natural laws fit 
with human nature and its abilities. Had these laws been at odds with human nature, 
life would have been impossible to sustain on earth. Indeed man is weak when his 
strength is measured against the natural forces that operate on land and sea, but man 
is given the ability to live on earth and to make use of its resources and treasures. 
This is all an aspect of God’s grace. 


“And provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life.” (Verse 70) Man tends 
to forget that whatever sustenance is given to him is indeed granted by God, because 
its different aspects become familiar to him. He only remembers the different forms 
of sustenance he is given when he loses access to them. It is then that he realizes the 
value of what he was given. But man’s memory is short. He soon forgets again all 
God’s blessings. He forgets what role the sun, air, and water play in sustaining 
human life. He forgets how important health is to him, and how he is given mobility, 
senses and reason, in addition to different types of food and drink. Indeed he is 
placed in charge of a complete world which includes countless blessings. 


“And favoured them far above many of Our creatures.” (Verse 70) Indeed God has 
favoured human beings by giving them mastery of this wide planet. Furthermore, 
He placed in their nature such abilities that make them unique among God’s 
creatures. 


One aspect of God’s favour is to make human beings responsible for themselves, 
accountable for their actions. This is the first quality which distinguishes mankind 
and makes them worthy of their exalted position on earth: freedom of choice and 
individual responsibility. It is only fair that people should receive the results of their 
work and get their reward in the life to come, when everyone’s record is considered: 


One day We shall summon every community by their leaders. Those who are given 
their records in their right hands will read their records. None shall be wronged by as 
much as a hair’s breadth. But whoever is blind in this world will be even more blind in 
the life to come, and still further astray from the path of truth. (Verses 71-72) 


This is a scene showing all creatures gathered together. Every group is called by 
the doctrine it followed in this life, or the messenger in whom it believed, or the 
leader it followed in this first life. It is called to be handed the record of its actions 
and the result that determines its reward in the life to come. Whoever is given his 
record in his right hand will be full of joy, reading through his record and looking 
carefully at its details. Such people are given their reward in full. Nothing is denied 
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them, even though it may be no larger than a hair’s breadth. On the other hand, a 
person who chooses in this life to remain blind to all indications of guidance will be 
also blind to the way of goodness in the life to come. They will be even far more 
astray. The outcome they will suffer is well known. However, the surah portrays 
them in this overcrowded scene as blind, moving aimlessly, lacking a guide to lead 
them. They are left like this without a final abode mentioned for them. This is 
because the blindness and strayness in that difficult situation is a destiny to be 
avoided at all costs. 
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5 


Why People Reject the 
Divine Message 


They endeavour to tempt you avay from that 
whith We have revealed to you, hoping that you 
would invent something else in Our name, in 
which case they would have made you their trusted 


frend. (73) 


Indeed, had We not given you strength, you might 
have inclined to them a lithe. (74) 


And in that case We would have mace you taste a 
double punishment in hfe and a double punishment 
after death, and you would have none to support 
_you against Us. (75) 


And they endeavour to scare you off the land with 
a view to driving you away. But, then, afier you 
have gone, they will not remain there except for a 
short while. (76) 


Such was the way with all Our messengers whom 
We sent before you. No change shall you find in 


Our ways. (TT) 
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Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in 
the darkness of the night, and reate the Qur'an at 
dawn, for the recitation of the Ouran at dawn is 
indeed witnessed. (78) 


At night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, 
as an additional offering from you. Your Lord 
may thus raise you to an honourable station. (19) 


Say, My Lord, cause me to enter in a true and 
sincere manner and to leave in a true and sincere 
manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining 


strength.’ (80) 


And say, The truth has now come about while 
falsehood has withered away. For falsehood is 
abyays bound to wither avay.’ (81) 


We bestow of the Ouran from on high what 
serves as a healing and a blessing to true behevers, 


while it only adds to the ruin of the evildoers. (82) 


Yet when We bestow Our blessings on man, he 
turns his back, and draws arrogantly aside, and 
when he is afflicted by evil he gives himself up to 
despair. (83) 
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Say, Everyone acts according to his own 
disposition. Y our Lord is fully avare as to who 
has chosen the best path.’ (84) 


They question you about the spirit. Say, ‘The 
[Rnowledge of the nature of the] spint belongs to 
my Lord alone. You, [mankind], have been 
granted but little knowledge.’ (85) 


Had We so willed, We would have taken avay 
that which We have revealed to you. In that case, 
you would not find anyone to pkad with Us on 


_your behal, (86) 


except through the grace of your Lord. His favour 
towards you has been great indeed. (87) 


Say, Tf all mankind and the jinn were to gather 
together for the purpose of producing the lke of 
this Our an, they would not produce anything like 
it, even though they helped one another as best 
they could.’ (88) 


Indeed We have explained to mankind, in this 
Quran, every kind of lesson. Yet most people 
refuse to accept anything other than unbelief. (89) 
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They say: We shall not beheve in_you till you 
cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, 
(0) 


or you have a garden of date- palms and vines, 
and you cause rivers to flow through it, (91) 


or you cause the sky to fall upon us in pieces, as 
you have threatened, or you bring God and the 
angels face to fave before us, (92) 


or you have a house of gold, or you ascend to 
heaven. Indeed we shall not beheve in your ascent 
to heaven until you bring us a book for us to 
read.’ Say, Limitless in His glory is my Lora. 
Surely | am only a man and a Messenger.’ (93) 


Nothing has ever prevented people from beheving, 
whenever guidance came to them except that they 
would say: Can it be that God has sent a 
human being as His messenger?’ (94) 


Say, Had there been angels walking about on 
earth as their natural abode, We would have sent 
them an angel messenger from heaven.’ (95) 
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Say, Suffuient is God for a witness behveen me 
and you. He is indeed fully avare of His ser- 
vants, and He sees all things.’ (96) 


He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided; 
whereas for those whom He leaves to go astray 
you cannot find anyone to protect them from 
Fim. On the Day of Resurrection We shall 
gather them together, prone upon their faces, blind, 
dumb and deaf. Hell shall be their abode. Every 


time it abates We will increase for them its 


blazing flame. (97) 


That is their reward for having disbeheved in Our 
revelations and said, When we are bones and 


dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new 
creation?’ (98) 


Do they not see that God, who has created the 
heavens and the earth, has power to create their 
lke? He has beyond any doubt set a term for 
their resurrection. But the evildoers refuse to accept 
anything other than disbehef. (99) 


Say, Had you possessed the treasures of my 
Lord's mercy, you would have been taght-fisted for 
fear of spending them. For man has ahvays been 
nigearadl.’ (100) 
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To Moses We gave mine char signs. Ask the 
Children of Israel [about what happened]. When 
he came to them, Pharaoh said to him, Indeed, 
Moses, I think that you are benitched.’ (101) 


[Moses] said, You know full well that none 
other than the Lord of the heavens and the earth 
has revealed these eye- opening signs. Indeed, 
Pharaoh, I think that you are utterly lost.’ (102) 


So he resolved to nape them off the face of the 
earth, but We caused him and all those who were 
mith him to drown. (103) 


Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell 
in the land. When the promise of the Last Day 
shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.’ 
(104) 


We have bestowed [this Quran] from on high 
in truth, and in truth has it come down. We have 
sent you only as a herald of good news and a 
warner. (105) 


We have divided the Ouran into parts so that 
you may reate it to people nith dehberation. We 
have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step. 
(106) 
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Say, You may beheve in it or you may not.’ 
Those who were given knowledge before it was 
revealed fall down on their faces in humble 
prostration when it 1s recited to them, (107) 


and say, Limitless in His glory is our Lord. 
Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.’ 
(108) 


And upon thei faces they fall down, weeping, 
and it increases ther humilty. (109) 


Say, ‘Call upon God or call upon the Most 
Meraful. By whichever name you invoke Him, 
Hits are the most gracious names.’ Do not raise 
_your voue too loud in prayer, nor say it in too low 


a voice, but folloy a muddle course in between. 
(110) 


And say, ‘All praise ts due to God who has 
never begotten a son; who has no partner in His 
dominion; who needs none to support Him 
against any déficulty.’ And extol His greatness. 
(111) 
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Overview 


This final passage of the surah centres around its main theme, the personality of 
the Prophet (peace be upon him) and the attitude of his community to him after he 
was given his message. It also speaks about the Qur’an and its distinctive 
characteristics. It begins with a reference to the attempts by the unbelievers to turn 
the Prophet away from some of the revelations God sent down to him. It mentions 
their effort to banish him from Makkah and the protection he was given by God so 
that he would not yield to their temptation or respond to their provocation. God 
guaranteed his protection because He had already decided that the people of 
Makkah would not be annihilated like earlier communities who rejected His 
messengers. He chose instead to give them respite and allowed them to have their 
term in this world. Had they ousted the Prophet from their community and banished 
him from their city, severe punishment would have been inflicted on them, in 
accordance with God’s law that inflicts immediate punishment on any community 
that ousts the messenger sent to them. 


The Prophet is commanded to stick to his way, offering his prayers to God alone, 
reciting the Qur’an revealed to him and supplicating that God may help him to be 
true and sincere in all situations and events, and give him clear support. He is also 
commanded to declare that the truth has come to be established and that falsehood is 
certain to be vanquished. It is this support granted by God that serves as his best 
equipment. It protects him against all designs and ensures his ultimate victory. 


This is followed by a clear statement on the effect of the Qur’an: it is a cure and an 
aspect of grace for those who believe in it, and a means of punishment and suffering 
for those who deny it. They suffer on its account in this life and they suffer 
punishment in the life to come because of denying its truth. 


Within the context of grace and punishment, the surah describes man’s reaction to 
both. When he is enjoying God’s blessings and grace, man is arrogant, turning away 
from God’s guidance. When he is afflicted with suffering, he is in utter despair. This 
is followed with an implicit threat, requiring every human being to work in 
accordance with their own nature until they receive their fair reward in the life to 
come. 
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The surah also makes it clear that human knowledge is scanty. This comes in 
connection with the question the unbelievers put about the spirit, all knowledge of 
which God has chosen to keep to Himself. It is not for any human being to get to 
know it. Sure knowledge is that which God has given to His Messenger as part of His 
grace. If God so wills, He is able to withdraw that grace and no one will ever be able 
to bring it back to mankind. However, He bestows His grace on His Messenger as He 
is Merciful, Compassionate. 


The suirah mentions that the Qur’an, which is a miraculous book, the like of which 
cannot be produced by human beings or jinn, even though they may mobilize all 
their resources in a single effort, was not sufficient for the unbelievers in Makkah as 
evidence of God’s message. Although God included in it a whole variety of evidence 
to the truth of its message and made this suitable for human reason and hearts, with 
all their different leanings, still the unbelievers saw it as inadequate. They naively 
demanded material evidence of a miraculous nature, such as springs gushing from 
the earth, or a richly decorated home for the Prophet. Their arrogance went even 
further, demanding things that are beyond the ability of human beings, such as that 
God’s Messenger should rise up into the sky in front of their eyes and bring them a 
book to read, or that he should cause some matter to fall from the sky and destroy 
them. They even demanded that God should come to them in person, accompanied 
by a delegation of angels! 


At this point the surah portrays a scene showing the fate that awaits them in the 
life to come. This is certain to be their lot as a result of their arrogance and denial of 
the truth of the Day of Judgement when people will be resurrected after they have 
become bones and dust. 


The surah ridicules their arrogant demands. Had they been the guardians of God’s 
grace, they would have succumbed to the miserly characteristics of human beings. 
They would have been in fear lest God’s grace should be exhausted, when God's 
treasures of mercy are indeed inexhaustible. Yet they stop at nothing in their 
demands. 


In connection with their demands for material miracles, the surah reminds them of 
the miracles which were given to Moses, yet Pharaoh and his people denied those 
which God gave them. As a result, God destroyed them according to His law of 
destroying those who persist in their denial of the truth after clear evidence has been 
given to them. 


The Qur’an remains as the true miracle that shines for all time. It was revealed in 
parts and portions, in accordance with the needs of the community it was educating 
and equipping for its great task. Those who believe in the truth among earlier 
communities recognize the truth contained in the Qur’an and submit to it. They 
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believe in it and submit to its authority. 


The surah concludes with a directive to the Prophet (peace be upon him) to 
worship none but God, and to glorify and praise Him alone. Thus the surah ends as it 
began, calling on believers to glorify God, the only deity in the universe. 


Vain Endeavours 


They endeavour to tempt you away from that which We have revealed to you, hoping 
that you would invent something else in Our name, in which case they would have 
made you their trusted friend. Indeed, had We not given you strength, you might have 
inclined to them a little. And in that case We would have made you taste a double 
punishment in life and a double punishment after death, and you would have none to 
support you against Us. And they endeavour to scare you off the land with a view to 
driving you away. But, then, after you have gone, they will not remain there except for 
a short while. Such was the way with all Our messengers whom We sent before you. 
No change you shall find in Our ways. (Verses 73-77) 


The surah refers to the unbelievers’ attempts to dissuade the Prophet from 
fulfilling the task entrusted to him. Firstly, they tried to make him turn his back on 
what God revealed to him so as to invent some other matter and attribute it falsely to 
God. They did this even though he was known for his honesty and truthfulness. 
They also offered to worship God in return for a compromise that ensured that the 
Prophet would stop denouncing their deities as false. Some of them tried to persuade 
him to make their land as sacred as the Ka*bah which God had sanctified. Their 
nobility also tried to get him to allocate a special meeting place, to which no poor 
person would be admitted. 


Reference to these attempts is made in general terms so that it leads to a reminder 
of the grace God bestowed on His Messenger as He strengthened him in his faith and 
protected him from the unbelievers’ temptations. Without God’s support, he might 
have responded to them, and they would have made of him an intimate friend. But 
then he would have left himself open to God’s severe punishment. Indeed his would 
be a double punishment in this life and in the life to come, without any to support 
him against God. 


Such efforts are always made by people in power in dealing with the advocates of 
God’s message. They always tempt them into deviation even if just a little, from the 
clear and solid line of the message, seeking to persuade them to accept compromise 
in return for seeming substantial gain. Some may fall for such temptation, because 
they do not realize the seriousness of the matter. After all, they are not being asked to 
abandon their call altogether, only to make some minor amendments in order to 
arrive at a compromise. Satan always endeavours to persuade the advocates of God's 
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message in this way, arguing that it is better for the achievement of their goals to 
make such compromises so that the rulers are won over to the faith. 


However, a small deviation at the beginning leads to a total turning away at the 
end. An advocate of God’s message who agrees to abandon even a small part of it at 
the outset cannot maintain his ground and refuse to abandon more. Indeed his 
willingness to retreat further is greater with every backward step he takes, losing 
more and more ground. 


The point at issue here is the principle of faith, and belief in the whole message. A 
person who gives up even a minute part of it cannot be a true believer in the message 
itself. To a true believer, every aspect of the message, and every small detail is true 
like the rest. We cannot judge between its parts, dividing them into essential and 
optional. There is nothing in God’s message that can be left out or suspended. It is a 
complete and whole entity, which loses all its characteristics when any of its parts are 
lost, in the same way as a chemical compound loses all its qualities when any of its 
components is missing. 


People in power always try to ensnare advocates of the divine message. Should 
the latter give up a small part, they lose their dignity and high standing. Their 
adversaries also realize that more bargaining and a higher price will induce them to 
give up the whole message. 


Indeed seeking a compromise, by making even small concessions, to win over 
people in power represents a spiritual defeat for advocates of the divine message. 
This is so because they now rely on rulers and people in power for support when 
they should rely on God alone. When defeat creeps into people’s minds, it can never 
turn into victory. 


Bearing this in mind, we can appreciate the fact that God directs His Messenger to 
the fact that He has granted him a great favour by strengthening his resolve to stick 
to what He has revealed to him and protected him from the unbelievers’ temptations. 
God also favoured him with protection against inclining to the unbelievers even in a 
small way. For had he so inclined, God would have inflicted on him a double 
punishment both in this life and in the life to come, and would have left him without 
help and support. 


When the unbelievers of the Quraysh found it impossible to persuade the Prophet 
to compromise, they tried to turn him out of their land, i.e. Makkah. But God 
directed him to leave of his own accord and migrate to Madinah. God always knew 
that He would not exterminate the Quraysh. Yet had they driven the Prophet out of 
their city by force, that would have been their fate: “And they endeavour to scare you off 
the land with a view to driving you away. But, then, after you have gone, they will not 
remain there except for a short while.” (Verse 76) This is the way God has set to operate 
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in this life: “Such was the way with all Our messengers whom We sent before you. No 
change shall you find in Our ways.” (Verse 77) 


God has made this way a law which does not fail. Driving a messenger of God out 
of his land is a great offence which incurs severe punishment. God operates certain 
laws in this universe, which are not altered for individual cases. This universe is not 
subject to coincidences that influence its existence; it is subject to constant laws. Since 
God, in His infinite wisdom, chose not to exterminate the Quraysh, as He did with 
earlier communities, He did not give His Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad, 
miraculous proofs, and did not allow that he be driven away. Instead, He inspired 
him to leave voluntarily. God’s laws remained in operation, without alteration or 
modification. 


The Truth Will Triumph 


At this point in the surah, the Prophet is directed to remain in contact with his 
Lord, seeking His support and following His directives, proclaiming the fact that the 
truth is certain to triumph, while falsehood will inevitably wither away. 


Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in the darkness of the night, and recite 
the Qur’an at dawn, for the recitation of the Qur’an at dawn is indeed witnessed. At 
night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, as an additional offering from you. 
Your Lord may thus raise you to an honourable station. Say, My Lord, cause me to 
enter in a true and sincere manner and to leave in a true and _ sincere 
manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining strength.” And say, The truth has 
now come about while falsehood has withered away. For falsehood is always bound to 
wither away. We bestow of the Qur’an from on high what serves as a healing and a 
blessing to true believers, while it only adds to the ruin of the evildoers. (Verses 78- 
82) 


This directive applies to the Prophet in particular. It does not relate to the 
obligatory prayers which have their own timings, outlined in several authentic 
ahadith and numerous reports of the Prophet’s practical Sunnah. Some scholars 
suggest that the reference here to the sun’s decline means its beginning to move 
down from its zenith, while they take the reference to the ‘darkness of the night’ to 
mean the beginning of the night, and the ‘recitation at dawn’ to mean the obligatory 
prayer at dawn. They thus suggest that the Qur’anic statement here groups together 
the times of all five obligatory prayers, Zuhr, “Asr, Maghrib and ‘Isha’, [when the sun 
is on its decline to the darkness of the night], and then Fajr at dawn. They consider 
that only recitation of the Qur’an in prayer at night is obligatory on the Prophet as a 
bonus. For our part, we feel that the first view is more accurate, considering all else 
that these two verses mention as being applicable to the Prophet only. As for the 
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timing of daily prayers, these are properly outlined in the Sunnah, both verbally and 
practically. 


“Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in the darkness of the night.” (Verse 78) 
This is an instruction to the Prophet to offer prayer at the time between the sun 
starting to set and the night creeping in to spread its darkness. He is also ordered to 
“recite the Qur’an at dawn, for the recitation of the Qur’an at dawn is indeed witnessed.” 
(Verse 78) These two periods when the day and night succeed each other in a 
continuous cycle have their special significance. Both times mark a change as the 
light dwindles to give way to the enveloping darkness, and then as the darkness is 
removed to allow the light to spread. Both times have their effect, softening hearts 
and inviting people to contemplate how the laws of nature operate without fail. 
Needless to say, the Qur’an and prayer also have their effects on people’s hearts, 
particularly at dawn with its calm serenity, and approaching light, leading to another 
lively day. 


“At night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, as an additional offering from you.” 
(Verse 79) The instruction here is to the Prophet to rise after having had some sleep 
in the early part of the night. The Qur’an is recited in night worship because it is the 
hard core of prayer and its most important part. “Your Lord may thus raise you to an 
honourable station.” (Verse 79) This is achieved through a constant link with God, 
manifested by prayer and recitation of the Qur’an in night worship. Such a position 
is only achievable in this way. If God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), in his 
particular status, is instructed to maintain prayer and rise from his sleep at night to 
worship and recite the Qur’an, so that he attains the honourable station that is 
allowed him, certainly other people need to follow suit so that they also may attain 
the good positions to which they aspire. This is the only way for them to travel. The 
equipment they need as they go along is thus outlined for them. 


“Say: “My Lord, cause me to enter in a true and sincere manner and to leave in a true and 
sincere manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining strength.’” (Verse 80) This is a 
supplication that God has taught to His Messenger so that his followers learn how to 
pray to God. It is a supplication for true and sincere entrance and exit. This implies a 
true and sincere journey, from start to finish and along the way. Truth and sincerity 
have their own connotations here in reference to the attempts made by the 
unbelievers to persuade the Prophet to invent something different from the Qur’an. 
Moreover, truth and sincerity add an air of steadfastness, reassurance and total 
dedication. “And grant me, by Your grace, sustaining power.” (Verse 80) This is a 
supplication for strength that would enable the Prophet to look down on all earthly 
powers and all that the unbelievers could muster. The expression, ‘by Your grace,’ 
implies closeness to God and contact with Him, as well as seeking His help and 
support. 
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A true advocate of faith derives strength only from God, and acquires a position 
commanding respect only through God’s power. Such an advocate seeks no shelter 
or support from a ruler or a person of influence unless he first turns to God for help 
and protection. The divine message may touch the hearts of people in power, or 
those occupying positions of influence, and they then become its soldiers and 
servants. This ensures success for them in this life and in the life to come. But the 
message itself will not prosper if it ranks itself among the servants and soldiers of 
rulers. It is God’s message and, as such, it commands a position higher than that of 
any ruler. 


“And say, “The truth has now come about while falsehood has withered away. For 
falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) With irrefutable authority derived 
from God Himself it is proclaimed that truth has come to be established with its 
overpowering might, while falsehood is totally defeated. For it is in the nature of 
truth to triumph and establish itself with vigour, while it is in the nature of falsehood 
to wither away and be vanquished. 


“For falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) This is a basic truth that is 
stated here with emphasis. It may appear sometimes that falsehood is equipped with 
power and influence, but this is all hollow. Falsehood will always try to assume an 
air of strength, because it has no real strength at its command. It knows that it has to 
visually deceive, giving the appearance of large size and physical power. But in 
reality, it is fragile, easy to destroy. It is no more than the flames of dried straw that 
float into the air only to subside in no time at all. By contrast, live coal burns slowly 
and steadily to give sustained warmth and long lasting heat. Falsehood is like the 
scum that floats at the surface. It soon disappears while the real water stays. 


Indeed falsehood ends in utter loss because it does not carry within itself the 
elements necessary for survival. It derives its life, which, by nature, is of short 
duration, from external elements and unnatural support. Should such elements and 
support weaken or become loose, it will collapse. Truth, by contrast, derives its 
power of survival from within itself. It may have to face determined opposition, 
particularly by those in ruling positions, but its inherent strength and reassurance 
guarantee its eventual triumph. How could it be otherwise when truth comes from 
the Eternal One who has made truth an attribute of His own? 


“For falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) Falsehood may have all the 
might of Satan and those tyrannical forces which command power behind it, but 
God’s promise will definitely come true and His power is far superior. Every believer 
who is firm of faith is certain to experience the truth of this promise. “Who is more 
true to his promise than God?” (9: 111) “Whose word could be truer than God's?” (4: 87) 
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The Qur’anic Cure 


“We bestow of the Qur'an do from on high what serves as a healing and a blessing to true 
believers.” (Verse 82) There is certainly a cure and a blessing for those whose hearts 
are full of faith. Such hearts brighten up and become ready to receive what the 
Qur’an imparts of grace, reassurance and security. There is in the Qur’an a healing 
power that cures obsession, anxiety and hesitation. It establishes a bond between the 
believer’s heart and God. This bond imparts inner peace to the believer as he 
experiences a feeling of security in God’s protection. He is happy and satisfied with 
what he receives from God and contented with his lot in life. Anxiety, hesitation and 
obsession are all terrible to experience. As the Qur’an dispels all these, it is indeed a 
blessing for true believers. 


In the Qur’an we have a cure from carnal desires, greed, envy and evil thoughts. 
All these cause sickness of the heart and mind, leading to debility and utter ruin. As 
the Qur’an cures these, it is a tool of grace bestowed by God on those who truly 
believe in Him. 


The Qur’an also provides a cure from deviant thoughts and feelings. It protects the 
mind from going far astray, while allowing it complete freedom within its fruitful 
pursuits. It stops the mind from wasting its energy over what is devoid of use. It lays 
down for it a sound approach that ensures good and useful results. The same 
principle applies to the human body, ensuring that its resources are utilized for what 
is useful and fruitful, steering human beings away from the suppression of natural 
desires or indulgence without restraint. Thus it ensures a healthy body. In this again 
we see that the Qur’an is a means of God’s grace that is bestowed on believers. 


There is also in the Qur’an a cure for social ailments that weaken the structure of 
society and destroy its peace and security. Under the social system established by the 
Qur’an society enjoys perfect justice in peace and security. This is again a further 
aspect of grace bestowed through the Qur’an. 


However, the Qur'an “only adds to the ruin of the evildoers.” (Verse 82) They make 
no use of the cure it provides or the blessings it brings about. They look with dismay 
at the believers as they feel proud to be among the followers of the Qur’an. In their 
stubborn arrogance, the evildoers persist with their corrupt and unjust methods. Yet 
in this life, they are defeated by the followers of the Qur’an, which makes them 
losers. In the life to come, they suffer for their arrogant disbelief and tyranny, and 
thus they lose again. Hence the Qur’an adds to their ruin. 


When man is left to his own devices, without the cure and blessing of the Qur’an, 
and without consistent restraint of his whims and desires, he moves between two 
extremes: when he enjoys good fortune, he is arrogant and ungrateful, and when he 
experiences hardship he is given to despair. “Yet when We bestow Our blessings on 
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man, he turns his back and draws arrogantly aside, and when he is afflicted by evil he gives 
himself up to despair.” (Verse 83) 


Blessings and good fortune lead to arrogance unless one remembers where they 
come from and give thanks to God who bestowed them. On the other hand, when 
someone is afflicted by difficulty and hardship, he is easily lost in despair unless he 
trusts to God and hopes to receive His grace. It is when one truly relies on God that 
one feels that hardship will give way to what is better. This makes it clear that faith 
ensures God’s grace in situations of ease and difficulty alike. 


The surah then states that everyone and every camp acts according to the path it 
follows. The final verdict on methods and actions is left to God alone: “Say: Everyone 
acts according to his own disposition. Your Lord is fully aware as to who has chosen the best 
path.” (Verse 84) In this statement we have an implicit warning as to the results of 
approaches and deeds. Hence, everyone needs to heed the warnings and strive to 
follow the path of divine guidance which is available to all. 


Man’s Scanty Knowledge 


At this point the surah mentions how some unbelievers questioned the Prophet 
about the spirit and its nature. The consistent approach of the Qur'an, which is 
indeed the best approach, is to answer people when they ask about matters that they 
need to know about and to give them answers that their faculties can understand and 
learn. It does not waste the intellectual faculties God has given them in pursuits that 
are of no use to them. Nor does it carry them over domains which they cannot 
comprehend. Hence, when they asked about the spirit and its nature, the Prophet 
was instructed to tell them that such knowledge belonged to God alone. None other 
than Him has such knowledge. “They question you about the spirit. Say, “The [knowledge 
of the nature of the] spirit belongs to my Lord alone. You, [mankind], have been granted but 
little knowledge.’” (Verse 85) 


Such an answer does not present a barrier preventing the proper working of the 
human intellect. It simply directs such intellect to concentrate its efforts within the 
limits of its power and the domain where it can profitably function. It is worthless to 
roam endlessly in a maze. Similarly, it is pointless to spend one’s mental energies 
pursuing what we are not equipped to comprehend. The spirit is one such pursuit. It 
belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception. It is a secret 
God has kept to Himself. He has breathed spirit into man and some other creatures 
whose nature is unknown to us. Compared to God’s absolute knowledge, human 
knowledge is limited. The secrets of existence are too great to be understood by 
man’s finite reason. It is not man’s role to manage all the affairs of the universe, and 
as such, his powers are not limitless. Instead he has been given such powers as are 
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sufficient for him to control his own world and to fulfil his mission of building the 
earth and bringing it to the best standard possible within the limits of his faculties 
and knowledge. 


Man has been able to achieve high standards with his inventive powers. However, 
he looks helplessly at the spirit, unable to fathom its secrets, or to comprehend its 
nature. He does not know how the spirit comes to us and how it departs, where it 
comes from and to where it eventually goes. He knows nothing of the spirit except 
the information God has given us in the revelations He has bestowed from on high. 
This information provides knowledge that is certain, beyond doubt. It comes from 
the One who knows everything. Had it been His will, He would have deprived 
mankind of such knowledge, taking away what He revealed to His Messenger. But 
He does not do so as an act of grace: “Had We so willed, We would have taken away that 
which We have revealed to you. In that case, you would not find anyone to plead with Us on 
your behalf except through the grace of your Lord. His favour towards you has been great 
indeed.” (Verses 86-87) 


God reminds His Messenger of this act of grace. It is undeniable grace that God 
has chosen to bestow revelations on His Messenger, and to keep them intact. This is a 
great favour granted to mankind, since the Qur’an gives them guidance and 
blessings, one generation after another. 


Just as the spirit is one of the secrets that God keeps to Himself, the Qur'an is 
God’s book that human beings cannot emulate. Indeed, neither human beings nor 
jinn, representing the visible and invisible types of creation, can produce anything 
similar to the Qur’an, even if they were to muster all their powers in a single effort to 
achieve this task: “Say: ‘If all mankind and the jinn were to gather together for the purpose 
of producing the like of this Qur’an, they would not produce anything like it, even though 
they helped one another as best they could.’” (Verse 88) 


The Qur’an is not mere words and expressions that humans and jinn may try to 
emulate. It is but one of God’s works, the like of which no creature can produce. It is 
just like the spirit whose nature is known only to God. Creatures cannot fathom its 
complete secret, even though they may understand some of its aspects, features and 
merits. 


The Qur’an is indeed a complete and perfect way of life. It provides a method that 
takes into account all the laws of nature that affect the human soul in all its 
situations, as well as those affecting human communities in all conditions and stages 
of development. It provides solutions that apply to a single human being, and others 
for a closely knit community, providing legislation and rules that suit human nature 
and its complex bonds, feelings and directions. Its solutions are perfectly coherent 
and fully consistent. They lose sight of nothing that is relevant, or any possible 
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option. Nor do they ignore any of the conflicting circumstances that may affect the 
life of the individual or the community. This is only possible because these laws and 
legislation are made by God who is fully aware of human nature in all its conditions 
and its complexities. 


Man-made systems, on the other hand, betray man’s limitations and reflect his 
circumstances. They cannot allow for all eventualities at the same time. They may 
treat an individual or social aspect with something that could easily lead to a 
situation requiring some other treatment. The miracle of the Qur’an is far greater 
than its superb construction and infallible meanings. Indeed the inability of all 
human beings and jinn to produce anything similar to it includes also their inability 
to produce any system that encompasses all the areas it tackles. 


Only a Man and a Messenger 


Indeed We have explained to mankind, in this Qur’an, every kind of lesson. Yet most 
people refuse to accept anything other than disbelief They say: ‘We shall not believe in 
you till you cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or you have a garden of 
date palms and vines, and you cause rivers to flow through it, or you cause the sky to 
fall upon us in pieces, as you have threatened, or you bring God and the angels face to 
face before us, or you have a house of gold, or you ascend to heaven. Indeed we shall 
not believe in your ascent to heaven until you bring us a book for us to read.’ Say, 
‘Limitless in His glory is my Lord. Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.’ (Verses 
89-93) 


Their limited perception has failed to appreciate the inimitability of the Qur’an. 
Therefore they started asking for material miracles, enlisting absurd requests that 
only betrayed their childish thinking. Or they spoke with impudence about God 
Himself. They did not benefit by the expounding of cases and examples in the 
Qur’an, nor were they satisfied with the wide variety of styles and approaches the 
Qur’an employed in explaining its concepts, so as to be understood by people of 
different standards and faculties. Hence, “most people refuse to accept anything other 
than unbelief” (Verse 89) They started to place conditions which they required to be 
met so that they might believe in the Prophet’s message. Such conditions required 
him to “cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth.” (Verse 90) 


Alternatively, they told him that they would not believe in him until “you have a 
garden of date-palms and vines, and you cause rivers to flow through it.” (Verse 91) 


Their conditions were so irresponsible that they even demanded that the Prophet 
inflict on them some punishment from the sky above, mockingly stating that the sky 
itself should fall upon them in pieces, just as he had warned would happen on the 
Day of Judgement. A similarly absurd condition was that he should bring God and 
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the angels before them, so that they could support him and defend his case, like they 
themselves used to do in tribal arguments. Absurdity knows no limit, for they even 
asked him to take for himself a house of gold and similarly precious metals. They 
further suggested to him that he should ascend to heaven as a proof of his special 
position. But even if he had done so, this too would not have been enough. For he 
was to bring back a book with him for them to read. 


The childish absurdity of all these requests and conditions is clearly apparent. 
They are all arbitrary suggestions and widely different in scope and nature that they 
cannot be placed on the same level. How could residence in a luxurious house be 
considered of similar value to a person’s ascension to heaven? And how can the 
digging up of a water spring he treated as equivalent to bringing God and the angels 
marching in ranks before them? However, to them these are all miraculous matters, 
so they can be grouped together. Should Muhammad accomplish any of these 
miraculous events, they would consider believing in him and his message. 


They overlooked the permanent miracle of the Qur’an when they were totally 
unable to produce anything similar to it in style, imagery, meaning and philosophy. 
Such a miracle is not physical, defying the senses. Hence they demanded to have 
before them a clearly physical miracle. 


But producing a miracle was something that the Prophet could not accomplish. 
Miracles are only determined by God in His wisdom. It is not appropriate for the 
Prophet to request such a miracle, unless God wishes to give it to him. The Prophet's 
understanding and appreciation of God’s wisdom prevented him from requesting 
such a miracle. Hence, he is commanded to say in reply to them: “Limitless in His 
glory is my Lord. Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.” (Verse 93) He confines 
himself to the limits of his human status and he works according to the duties 
outlined for him in his message. He does not suggest to God anything beyond this. 


Before the Prophet Muhammad was sent as God’s Messenger and even after he 
began to preach his message, people wallowed under the misconception that a 
human being could be God’s messenger. Hence they rejected God’s messengers and 
the messages He revealed to them: “Nothing has ever prevented people from believing, 
whenever guidance came to them except that they would say: ‘Can it be that God has sent a 
human being as His messenger?” (Verse 94). In this way they turned away from divine 
guidance. 


This misconception results from people’s low rating of their own value and the 
honourable position God has given them. They thought it totally unlikely that a 
human being could be chosen by God to be His messenger. This betrayed a lack of 
understanding of the nature of the universe, the angels, and how, in their angelic 
form, they are unsuited to life on earth. In order for angels to live on earth, their 
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nature must be modified which would then make it impossible for human beings to 
recognize them as angels. 


“Say, Had there been angels walking about on earth as their natural abode, We would have 
sent them an angel messenger from heaven.” (Verse 95) Had God willed that angels 
should inhabit the earth, He would have made them in the form of human beings, 
because it is the form that suits the laws of nature affecting the earth. He says in 
another verse, “Even if We had appointed an angel as Our messenger, We would certainly 
have made him [appear as] a man.” (6: 9) God is certainly able to accomplish any 
purpose He may have. However, He has willed to set in operation laws of nature and 
He has made His creatures fit for life under the influence of such laws of nature 
which He, by His own power and choice, has made permanent and unalterable. 
Through the operation of His laws of nature, His purpose of creation is thus fulfilled. 
Yet the unbelievers understand nothing of this. 


Since this is the pattern God has chosen for His creation, He instructs His 
Messenger to end all argument with them and leave the dispute between the two 
parties to God. He calls on God to be his witness, leaving them entirely to God to do 
with whatever He pleases. He is the One who knows everything about everyone. 
“Say: ‘Sufficient is God for a witness between me and you. He is indeed fully aware of His 
servants, and He sees all things.’” (Verse 96) This statement carries an implicit warning. 
The results, however, are painted in a frightening scene of what will happen on the 
Day of Judgement. 


Devoid of all faculties 


He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided; whereas for those whom He leaves to go 
astray you cannot find anyone to protect them from Him. On the Day of Resurrection 
We shall gather them together, prone upon their faces, blind, dumb and deaf. Hell shall 
be their abode. Every time it abates We will increase for them its blazing flame. That is 
their reward for having disbelieved in Our revelations and said, ‘When we are bones 
and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new creation?’ Do they not see that God, 
who has created the heavens and the earth, has power to create their like? He has 
beyond any doubt set a term for their resurrection. But the evildoers refuse to accept 
anything other than unbelief (Verses 97-99) 


God has operated certain laws concerning His guidance and people’s choice of 
error in preference to that guidance. He has allowed people to conduct their lives as 
they wish, but they remain subject to these laws and they will have to face the 
outcome. One of these laws is that human beings either follow God’s guidance or 
turn away from it into error. The choice is made by man himself. Whoever deserves, 
on the basis of his efforts and actions, to receive God’s guidance will definitely be 
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guided aright. He is the one who will be truly guided as a result of his choice. 


In the other camp we find those who deserve to be left in error because they turn 
away from God’s revelations and blind themselves to all signs pointing the way to 
His guidance. Such people will have no one to protect them against God’s 
punishment: “You cannot find anyone to protect them from Him.” (Verse 97) On the Day 
of Judgement they shall suffer humiliation and will be resurrected in a terrible 
situation, “prone upon their faces’, lost as they will be “blind, dumb and deaf’ (Verse 97) 
They are thus deprived of their senses by which they might have been able to find 
their way through the great multitude. It is a fitting result, because it was they who 
chose not to use their senses in life to follow the signs of divine guidance. The final 
outcome is that “Hell shall be their abode.” It will be made to continue to burn fiercely: 
“Every time it abates We will increase for them its blazing fire.” (Verse 97) 


It is certainly a horrifying end, but they have earned it through their disbelief in 
God’s signs and revelations, and also through their denial of resurrection, the 
reckoning and reward: “That is their reward, for having disbelieved in Our revelations and 
said, When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new creation?” (Verse 
98) 


The surah portrays the scene as though it is taking place now. It shows this life as 
having already come to an end and become a distant past. This follows the usual 
Qur’anic method of portraying scenes of the hereafter as if they were taking place 
now in order to enhance their effect, so that people may take heed. 


This is followed by a new argument based on what they see in real life but tend to 
ignore: “Do they not see that God, who has created the heavens and the earth, has power to 
create their like?” (Verse 99) Why should the concept of resurrection be difficult to 
accept when simple logic confirms that God who has created this majestic universe is 
able to create a similar one? If He is thus able to create, He is also able to bring 
creatures back to life after they have died. “He has beyond any doubt seta term for their 
resurrection.” (Verse 99) He has allowed them a term of life and set a time for their 
resurrection. However, “The evildoers refuse to accept anything other than disbelief” 
(Verse 99) Hence their punishment will be fair, as they have had all signs, pointers 
and evidence to show them the path of guidance, but they refused to follow anything 
except error and unbelief. 


A Threat to Exterminate the Believers 


Yet those who made such suggestions and demands as related in the surah were 
themselves misers. Had they been in charge of God's grace, they would have held on 
to it, fearing to expend it. “Say: Had you possessed the treasures of my Lord’s mercy, you 
would have been tight-fisted for fear of spending them. For man has always been niggardly.” 
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(Verse 100) This is an image of utter stinginess, because God’s grace encompasses 
everything. It will never be exhausted or diminished. Yet in their miserly attitude, 
they would have withheld God’s grace from His creation, had they been placed in 
charge of administering it. 


Miracles do not initiate faith in hardened hearts. Moses, for example, was given 
nine such clear signs, but Pharaoh and his people denied them until they suffered 
God’s punishment. “To Moses We gave nine clear signs. Ask the Children of Israel [about 
what happened]. When he came to them, Pharaoh said to him, ‘Indeed, Moses, I think that you 
are bewitched. ‘[Moses] said, “You know full well that none other than the Lord of the heavens 
and the earth has revealed these eye-opening signs. Indeed, Pharaoh, I think that you are 
utterly lost.” So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the earth, but We caused him and all 
those who were with him to drown. Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell in the land. 
When the promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.” 
(Verses 101-104) This part of the history of Moses and the Children of Israel is 
mentioned here because it fits with the context of the surah. It started by mentioning 
the Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, and it then related a part of the history of the 
Israelites with Moses. This is followed by mentioning the hereafter when Pharaoh 
and his people will be brought forward. This also fits with the scene of the hereafter 
and the one showing the end of those who deny resurrection, mentioned a little 
earlier in the surah. 


Moses’ nine clear signs to which the surah refers were his hand turning white, his 
staff, and the tests to which Pharaoh’s people were subjected, such as drought, 
shortage of fruit, floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood. “Ask the Children of Israel’ 
about what happened. They were witnesses to what took place between Moses and 
Pharaoh: “When he came to them, Pharaoh said to him: Indeed, Moses, I think that you are 
bewitched.” (Verse 101) Thus the word of truth assigning divinity to God alone, and 
the call to abandon all injustice and tyranny cannot he uttered, according to the 
tyrant, except by someone bewitched, unable to realize the meaning of what he says. 
Indeed tyrants like Pharaoh cannot imagine that anyone in his right senses could 
ever adopt such an attitude or give expression to such demands. 


Moses, on the other hand, realizes that his strength is based in the truth he 
preaches. His message stands out as a source of light. He is certain of God’s support 
and that He will inevitably punish the tyrants: “Moses said: ‘You know full well that 
none other than the Lord of the heavens and the earth has revealed these eye-opening signs. 
Indeed, Pharaoh, I think that you are utterly lost.” (Verse 102) Moses makes it clear to 
Pharaoh that his denial of the truth when he is fully aware that none other than God 
could have accomplished such clear signs will earn him a terrible punishment. These 
signs were clear for anyone who cared to look. They show the truth in full light, clear 
as the bright day. Yet Pharaoh chose to deny them all and deny God. Hence, divine 
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justice will inflict on him a punishment that leaves him utterly ruined. 


At this point, the tyrannical Pharaoh resorts to his own material force, threatening 
to wipe Moses and his followers off the face of the earth. Such is the method to which 
all tyrants resort when they are faced with the truth. But God’s will is triumphant. 
His law of punishing the oppressors and supporting the oppressed comes into force: 
“So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the earth, but We caused him and all those who 
were with him to drown. Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell in the land. When the 
promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.’” (Verses 103- 
104) 


Thus was the end of those who denied the clear signs which were shown to them 
as evidence of the truth. God gave the land to the oppressed to rule. When they are in 
charge, their actions will be the basis of the judgement they have to face. At the 
beginning of the surah we were given a clear idea of their end. Here we are only told 
that both they and their enemies will be gathered together on the Day of Judgement: 
“When the promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.” 
(Verse 104) 


Method of Qur’anic Revelations 


Pharaoh's destruction by drowning was one example of material miracles worked 
out in past generations. The surah tells us how such miracles were received by people 
bent on denying the truth and how, as a result, they were doomed to suffer God’s 
punishment. The Qur’an, God’s last message, was revealed with the truth so that it 
could serve as a permanent sign and basis of guidance. It was bestowed from on high 
in parts, so that it may be read and reflected upon at length: “We have bestowed [this 
Quran] from on high in truth, and in truth has it come down. We have sent you only as a 
herald of good news and a warner. We have divided the Qur’an into parts so that you may 
recite it to people with deliberation. We have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step.” 
(Verses 105-106) 


The Qur’an was revealed in order to educate a community and establish for it a 
system and code of life. This community would then carry it to all the corners of the 
earth in order to educate humanity on the basis of this perfect system. Hence the 
Qur’an was revealed one part at a time, according to the practical needs of that 
community and the circumstances attending its first formative period. Education and 
the moulding of a nation and a community require time as well as practical 
experience. Thus the Qur’an was not revealed as a theoretical doctrine or an abstract 
vision to be used for academic study and polemical argument. It was revealed part 
by part instead so that it could be implemented gradually during this formative 
period. This is indeed the reason for its gradual revelation, one part or passage at a 
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time, not a whole scripture or code given at the outset. 


The first generation of believers received it in this light. They approached it as 
directives to be implemented in practice, be they prohibitions, recommendations or 
obligations. They never approached it as something for moral or intellectual debate 
like poetry and literature, or for amusement like legends and stories. They allowed it 
to influence their daily lives to the full, bringing their feelings, perceptions and 
behaviour in line with it, and moulding their way of life in accordance with its 
teachings. They discarded whatever was in conflict with it of their values, norms and 
practices. 


“Abdullah ibn Mas*td, a learned Companion of the Prophet says: “When any of us 
learnt ten verses of the Qur’an, one would not try to learn more until we had fully 
learnt their meaning and how to put them into practice.” 


God revealed the Qur’an based on the truth: “We have bestowed [this Qur’an] from 
on high in truth.” (Verse 105) And its purpose is to establish the truth on earth: “And 
in truth has it come down.” (Verse 105) Thus the truth is its fabric and ultimate aim, its 
substance and whole concern. This is the truth as it is ingrained in the constitution of 
the universe, and forming the foundation of the existence of the heavens and the 
earth. The Qur’an is closely linked to the constitution of the universe, always 
pointing to it. Indeed the truth is the ultimate goal of the Qur’an. The Prophet gives 
warnings and promises of happiness on the basis of the truth which the Qur’an 
expounds. 


To Believe or Not to Believe 


At this point the Prophet is commanded to explain the truth plainly to his people, 
leaving them free to make their choice to either believe in the Qur’an or to reject it. 
They will have to bear the consequences of their choice. He puts in front of their eyes 
an example of its reception by Jewish and Christian people who were given sound 
knowledge before its revelation. They may feel that they will do well to follow in the 
footsteps of such learned people when they themselves have not been granted such 
knowledge: 


Say, “You may believe in it or you may not.’ Those who were given knowledge before it 
was revealed fall down on their faces in humble prostration when it is recited to them, 
and say, “Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been 
fulfilled.’ And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and it increases their 
humility. (Verses 107-109) 


This is an inspiring image showing people endowed with knowledge listening to 
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the Qur'an, touched by its truth and falling down on their faces in humble 
prostration. They cannot restrain themselves. They do not merely prostrate 
themselves, but fall down on their faces in complete humility. They give expression 
to what they feel in their hearts of God’s greatness and the fulfilment of His promise: 
“Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.” (Verse 
108) But then their feelings are further enhanced and they are deeply touched so that 
words are insufficient to express their feelings. Tears pour down from their eyes 
telling of their profound emotion: “And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and it 
increases their humility.” (Verse 109) It is a scene of profound feelings demonstrated by 
people receiving the Qur’an with open hearts, having learnt from their earlier 
scriptures of the truth it explains. 


This inspiring scene is painted after the surah has given the Arabs the choice of 
believing in the Qur’an or rejecting it. It is followed with a statement leaving it up to 
them to call on God with whatever names they choose. In their days of ignorance 
they declined to call God as Rahman, which means, ‘Most Merciful’. Hence they are 
told that they may call on God with whichever one of His names they choose: “Say: 
Call upon God or call upon the Most Merciful. By whichever name you invoke Him, His are 
the most gracious names.” (Verse 110) Their prejudices concerning His names have no 
basis other than myth that they used to believe in their ignorance. They have no 
sound basis. 


The Prophet is then instructed to recite his prayers in a middle voice. This is 
because the unbelievers used to ridicule him whenever they saw him praying. It is 
also true to say that a voice pitched in the middle is the most suited to prayer: “Do 
not raise your voice too loud in prayer, nor say it in too low a voice, but follow a middle 
course in between.” (Verse 110) 


The surah closes in the same way as it opened, praising God and asserting His 
oneness, and reiterating the facts that He has neither son nor partner and is in need 
of no help or support from anyone. This is indeed the pivot round which the surah 
turns: “And say: All praise is due to God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner 
in His dominion; who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.’ And extol His 
greatness.” (Verse 111) 
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